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MOON TREK 


The daring space travelers of Moonbase Alpha face new terrors as they 
wander through the silent stars! 


A treacherous woman uses Alpha in an interplanetary war that's been 
stalemated for centuries . . . An innocent seance conjures up an invisible 
devil with deadly powers of possession . . . Alpha prepares to be engulfed 
by a living meteorite . .. And what seems to be Alpha's final battle draws to 
a close when Commander Koenig chooses certain death over life! 


Collecting samples of the "meteorite" was not easy, and Kelly knew his 
problems were just beginning. Seen up close, the foamy creature was 
shapeless. When he touched it, it stuck fast to his gloves. Slowly it crept up 
his suit, half covering his visor. On the brink of panic, he called his ship. 


"Alan, I can't get away from it! I'll need help!" 


"Alpha's just signaled for us to abort, Kelly," Alan Carter replied. "I'm on 
my way." 


Commander Koenig, racing into Main Mission, caught the tail end of the 
transmission. "Carter, no!" he screamed. "We've lost all trace of life signs 
on Kelly's monitor. He's dead, Alan!" 


"Impossible, Commander!" Alan Carter was stunned. "He's still calling out 
to me!" 
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LUNAR 
ATTACK 


CHAPTER ONE 


Hurled from her ancient orbit, Earth’s moon was a wanderer in the 
interstellar outback, a tattered hobo on a walkabout with no forseeable end. 


The personnel of Moonbase Alpha had come to terms with a way of life 
where the unexpected had become the norm, where no experience, however 
bizarre, could be ruled out. They travelled where the writ of Earth-based 
logic no longer ran. 


Any landfall, however tough the options, would be fine in their book. 
They still had the means to get clear, if the computers in Main Mission 
could pick a viable homeland out of the cosmic hat. The remnants of the 
Eagle fleet were on stand-by round the clock, fuelled and ready to blast off. 
But time was not on their side. It would have to be soon. At the back of 
every mind was the growing fear that disaster was only a short step away. 


Commander John Koenig knew the score better than any one of his 
people. He knew the fears and tried to discount them every minute of the 
working day. He told himself it was better to travel hopefully than to arrive, 
but he was finding himself more hard to convince. 


When the red planet showed like a glowing jewel on the black velvet pad 
of the big scanner in Main Mission, he reckoned soberly it was an answer 
to an unspoken prayer. But he clamped down on optimism. They could think 
he was the cold-hearted bastard of all time, but he wanted emotion out of 
the equation. This time it had to be right. 


John Koenig left the command office and joined the operations team in 
Main Mission. He was in time to see Sandra Benes make a refined tuning 
ploy with slender, delicate fingers, that brought up a new feature to the 
screen. He thought bitterly that it had seemed too easy. There was the red 
planet. If they held course, their Moon would pass close enough to check it 
out. It was the best chance that had come their way in months. But the 
approach was under guard. 


Sandra was looking open mouthed at the screen. Anyone less beautiful 
would have looked plain stupid. But it was a measure of the surprise that 
held them all rooted to their desks. 


The three saucers, in echelon, which had appeared in clear detail between 
the hurrying Moon and the distant planet looked as venomous as wasps. 
They were military ships, strike craft. They would carry an armament that 
could disperse Moonbase Alpha and all it held as molecular trash. 


Koenig had his hands on the back of Sandra’s chair. Data was flipping 
through his computer. Assessments. He judged that the technology behind 
the oncoming fighters was similar to Earth’s. But he knew for a truth that 
his Eagles had nothing that would stand up to a head-on confrontation. He 
asked harshly, ‘Where did they come from?’ 


It was an implied criticism of the watch kept by the scanner team and 
Sandra Benes said defensively, ‘There was no indication on long range. 
They came from nowhere.’ 


Grim faced, Koenig turned to Paul Morrow, Main Mission Controller, 
‘Still no reply from the planet?’ 


‘No dice, Commander.’ 

‘Keep at it.’ 

Scientific adviser to the Alpha project, grizzled and balding, Victor 
Bergman had been leaning close, studying the detail of the approaching 


craft. His exclamation had Koenig turning his way. But what he said made 
no kind of sense. ‘They’re Hawks! They’re Mark Nine Hawks.’ 


Koenig forced himself to keep it cool. Once the idea was out and about, it 
gave a reference line and now he could see that Bergman could be right. 
But it raised too many side problems for comfort. He said slowly, ‘Could 
be. It looks that way.’ 


Chief pilot, Alan Carter had shoved back his chair and was on his feet. 
He had seen enough. ‘“They’re war machines. That’s all we have to know!’ 


He was asking for a command decision and Koenig gave it. ‘All right, 
Alan. Get going!’ 


Carter was out at a run. Koenig shoved down an alarm button. Before he 
reached his command desk, Red Alert signs were flashing in every corner 


of Moonbase Alpha and strident klaxons were sounding out. 


Like a well-serviced machine, the sprawling base moved into high gear. 
There was some satisfaction in it for Koenig at his command desk. He 
could feel the hive organising itself to meet whatever emergency might 
come, in the long tradition of an embattled camp. It was a castle with the 
cross bow men hurrying to the walls and the mail shirts coming out of the 
armoury. But then he remembered that the main enemy was always found 
inside the gate. Where would that be in their special case? In their own 
minds? There was no time to pursue it. 


Paul Morrow’s voice was going on in a monotonously repeated call as he 
tried to establish contact with the planet surface, ‘. . . this is Moonbase 
Alpha calling on all frequencies. We are people from Planet Earth... 
Please acknowledge...’ 


At intersection points, where Communications Posts were relaying the 
picture from Main Mission, groups of Alphans had gathered. Eagles were 
rising on elevators from underground maintenance bays. Their crews, bulky 
anonymous figures in space gear, were making for travel tube exit points. In 
the medicentre Bob Mathias and a couple of trim nurses were setting out 
surgical instruments. Others were preparing stretchers and beds. 


It was total mobilisation and Koenig flipping round his bank of monitor 
screens could find nothing to fault. He saw his own face on the polished 
panels of the hardware and it could have been a stranger. High forehead, 
skull cap of dark hair, rat trap mouth, it was a hawk-like composition. 
Maybe it should have been behind a helmet at that, with a jutting nasal and 
a boar crest? 


He saw the first Eagles rise to their launch pads and pressed a broadcast 
key to speak to all hands. 


‘Attention all sections Alpha. Alien ships are approaching the base. Their 
intentions are not known...’ 


He was sidetracked momentarily by a movement on the medicentre 
monitor and watched Helena Russell hurry in, moving easily with her bell 
of honey blonde hair surging elastically round her head. On the 
neighbouring screen, he had the command module of the leading Eagle and 


Alan Carter with his co-pilot Johnson were in at a run from their boarding 
tube. 


As the Eagles began to lift off with a thrust that sent vibrations through 
the base, Koenig went on evenly, ‘Eagle Flight One will take up intercept 
vectors. Flight Two move to readiness state one. Crash units on standby. 
Damage Control parties to stations. Medicentre stand by to receive 
casualties. Activate meteorite defence screens. Seal all bulkhead 
hatchways.’ 


As he switched himself off, he knew it was something and nothing. He 
was going through the motions as he was bound to do; but if the Hawks had 
the armament they should be carrying, it was all completely useless. A 
single salvo would leave Moonbase Alpha a smouldering pit on the cinder 
heap of the Moon. 


Morrow called from the communications desk, “They still don’t reply, 
Commander.’ Kano came in from the computer spread, ‘Alien ships 
approaching at V fourteen point two.’ 


It was not good and Koenig kept his comment to himself, ‘Nearly twice 
the speed of any Eagle we have.’ The corollary was clear and he put himself 
in circuit to amend the instructions for Flight Two. ‘Cut secondary checks. 
Move to launch positions as fast as possible.’ 


Victor Bergman was whistling tunelessly, a habit he had when a problem 
refused to gell. Koenig said, “What have you got, Sandra?’ 

Every eye tracked to the big screen as she juggled with angles and 
brought in a sweep of the opposed forces. The Hawks were closing in, very 
near now to the Moon’s surface. The three Eagles of Flight One were racing 
to intercept. 

Kano had it worked out and there was little comfort in it. ‘Alien ships 
within strike range for only forty-five seconds!’ 


Koenig punched a button and called Flight One Leader, ‘Alan!’ 


Carter’s face came up in an inset, hard and set as he concentrated to get it 
right for a once only strike. He said, tersely, ‘Closing fast, Commander.’ 


‘Fire warning shots.’ 


Alan Carter was incredulous. ‘If we don’t hit them first time, there’ll be 
nothing between them and Alpha!’ 


But it got him nowhere. Koenig’s answer was cold and final, ‘I said 
warning shots.’ 


The watchers in Main Mission were clearly in Carter’s corner. As the 
Hawks stormed in, three searing pencils of eye aching light streamed out 
from the closing Eagles, deliberately aimed off target. Unchecked, the 
Hawks were through, making no signal, hell bent to strafe the base, taking 
the bonus as a lucky break. There was a murmur all round the desks. 
Whatever Koenig was at, they didn’t like any part of it. 


Koenig snapped out, ‘Get after them, Alan.’ 


Kano’s interjection was almost a rebuke. “They have just thirty seconds, 
Commander.’ 


Eagle Flight One was wheeling in a turn that shoved the crews to the 
edge of G tolerance. Carter’s lips writhed away in a snarl of effort. 


Kano was checking it off. “Twenty seconds.’ 
They heard Carter grind out, ‘We’re locked on to them, Commander.’ 


It could well be; but the Hawks were pulling away, as though the clumsy 
Eagles were standing still. 


Kano, fascinated by the sequence, said, ‘Fifteen seconds.’ 


There was no whistling from Bergman, he was still deathly still, staring 
at the screen. He said urgently, ‘It’s an attack, John.’ 


Koenig moved behind Morrow’s chair, ‘Still no signal?’ 
‘Nothing.’ 
Kano’s, “Ten seconds,’ chimed with the reply. 


Alan Carter’s voice, full of bitterness, cracked round the quiet room, ‘We 
can’t hold them, Commander.’ Thumping the desk, Bergman stated what 
was in every mind, ‘Alpha’s wide open!’ 


‘Five seconds.’ 


He had left it late, maybe too late, but there was something niggling at 
the back of Koenig’s head which made him want to have it clear that the 


attacking force had been given every last chance to veer off. He called 
‘Fire!’ 

Reaction times on the Eagles were incredibly fast. With the harmonics 
still vibrating round Main Mission there was a triple flare from the cones of 
the hard-pressed Eagles. Brilliant lines reached out and seemed to pluck the 
Hawks off the starmap. Each one was instant trash, opening out like an 
exploded diagram, disintegrating, disappearing as though it had never been. 


There was a sigh from the watchers, a long exhalation of breath, 
compounded of relief and admiration for Carter’s team. 


Paul Morrow said, ‘Great work, Alan!’ 


But Flight One Leader was looking puzzled. There was something that 
did not add up. They heard him speak to Johnson his co-pilot, ‘Too easy by 
half.’ 


A quick call from Sandra Benes interrupted. Fingers flying over her 
console, she was bringing up a different sector. ‘Commander! A new 
contact!’ 


They were not off the hook. Three more Hawks were arrowing in from 
another quarter. 


Koenig said, ‘Orbital reference?’ 

‘Three four eight.’ 

“Where’s Flight Two?’ 

Morrow answered him, ‘On the elevators now, Commander.’ 
Anticipating the next question, Kano came in, ‘Alan can’t reach them.’ 


Koenig leaned over Morrow and stubbed a button, ‘Flight Two! Cut 
procedures. Lift off.’ 


Grim faced, the watchers in Main Mission saw the elevators level with 
the launch pads and the rocket motors deliver as the pilots went for a crash 
lift. 

Three Hawks in tight formation streaked low over the moonscape in a 
line for the complex. 


Koenig said heavily, “We’ve got ourselves a war.’ 


It was a war Moonbase Alpha with its pressure domes and sprawling 
corridors was never designed to fight. A Hawk flew fast and low overhead 
as though picking its spot for a strike. 


Paul Morrow reported, ‘Eagle Four has lift off, Commander. Clearing 
Alpha now.’ 


They saw it manoeuvring for sea room, climbing desperately and blindly 
as the Hawk dropped on it like a stooping falcon. One second it was there in 
full detail, the next, there was a white asterisk in space and wreckage was 
showering down onto the meteorite screens. 


White light brightened the direct vision ports. Every operator felt it like a 
body blow and Morrow had to work at it to keep his voice level as he said, 
‘Eagle Five lifting off now.’ 


It made all of two metres. The Hawk that blasted it, picked its spot with 
insolent ease. It was a funeral pyre flaring briefly from its pad. 


Koenig was watching Eagle Six as the elevator brought it slowly to the 
surface. He called urgently, ‘Now! Blast off now!’ 


But the Hawk was already on station. The pad erupted in white light. 


Unseen by Main Mission, a corridor breached. Suction, in a raging gale, 
emptied it. Small trash billowed out onto the moonscape. Clawing and 
scrabbling, a crewman was lifted through and away, launched into oblivion 
from the jagged open end. 


Damage control telltales spread like a red rash on the computer desk. 


Working to the book, Sandra Benes reported the obvious, ‘All three 
Eagles are destroyed, Commander.’ 


Beside her, Paul Morrow called up damage control units and reported to 
Koenig, ‘Explosive decompression in the end section. Area sealed off.’ 


Red Alert klaxons were still sounding off, adding their harmonic of doom 
to a situation that was escalating out of control. The stream of casualties to 
Helena Russell’s medicentre was turing it into a disaster zone, with 
trolleys still pouring in between already filled beds. She and Bob Mathias 
were back to old style medicine making a fast diagnosis and packing the 
victims in. 


Koenig was still trying, but he was fighting a rear-guard with the logic in 
his head that told him there could only be one outcome. He did not need 
Morrow to tell him officially that launch pads one and four were non op. He 
wanted to know where the Hawks had gathered and Sandra rapped out, 
‘Orbital reference 307.’ 


It was something to pass on to Carter and he raised his chief pilot on the 
communications scanner, ‘Alan. They’re coming your way.’ 

“That I know, Commander. We have them on screen.’ 

‘Computer can give you performance data.’ 

He was looking across at Bergman and got a quick nod as he went on, 
‘Processing attack data now. Take any chance. Fire as you bear.’ 

“Will do.’ 

Other data was crowding Koenig’s network. A task force of moon 
buggies was outside, sealing off the broken limbs and Kano reported, 


‘Airlock doors to pad four holding now at travel point fourteen.’ Morrow 
chipped in, ‘Damage control units already in that area.’ 


‘All right. I want damage reports on the launch pads and the Maintenance 
Section. Check minimum countdown to get the last laser-armed Eagle into 
action.’ 


It was all he could do and he was free to make a call which he had 
wanted to make for some time past. Helena Russell answered the buzz, 
wide spaced eyes level and serious, running the back of a glove across her 
forehead to clear a swathe of honey blonde hair. 


“Helena?’—It was a pleasure even to use her name, ‘Give me a casualty 
report.’ 


‘Apart from Eagle crews, we’ve lost all technicians on launch pad four. 
Eleven other casualties so far checked in. Two men unaccounted for.’ 


‘Unaccounted for?’ 


‘Believed to have been pulled out when the corridor blew. John, what 
happened?’ 


‘It’s wat.’ 


Sandra was speaking into his ear and he released the key. 


‘Eagles at orbital reference three two six. Hawks at three one nine and 
closing.’ 

Kano had already asked his computer and added, ‘Laser range in two 
minutes five.’ 


Koenig conjured Carter up, ‘They’re moving towards you from three one 
nine, Alan. Within range in two minutes.’ 


A stickler for truth Kano said, ‘And four seconds.’ 


Koenig repeated it, ‘And four seconds, like the man says. We’Il pass you 
all the data we can get. There’s only you between Moonbase and them. God 
knows it was never built as a fortress. We’re relying on you. Good luck.’ 


Carter stuck up a bulky thumb. Events were crowding him. Dead ahead, 
three Hawks in a racing arrowhead were closing fast. He called his Eagles 
and copied the oncoming formation. 


‘Leader to Flight One. We did it before. We can do it again. One each as 
they come. Fire as you have range. If they pass there’s no home for a 
landfall.’ 


He shut his visor with a definitive click. He reckoned he should have had 
a headscarf flying back like a pennant and black goggles. 


Main Mission watched the gap narrow. They saw streamers of brilliant 
light flare out like lances and the left marker of the Eagle flight was instant 
débris. 

They heard Carter snarl ‘Split, Eagle Two,’ and the two survivors 
diverged in a V as they streaked outside the Hawk squadron. 


As he passed, Carter slewed his laser, saw a Hawk plumb on the hair grid 
of his target finder and shoved down the fire stud. The Hawk was a wreck, 
carved through the underbelly and ripping into flailing fragments. 


Koenig breathed, ‘Good, Alan,’ and checked. He had spoken too soon. 
The remaining Hawks had spun round incredibly fast to converge on Eagle 
Two and took it in crossfire that turned it to incandescent junk in a 
nanosecond. 


Carter, beating the last fraction of urge out of his labouring Eagle, had 


flung it in a turn that brought one of the triumphant Hawks slap in his 
sights. He was boring down on it with his thumb locked on the firing stud 


and saw it shatter in a million flying fragments. He hauled away to clear the 
débris but there was no chance. 


Johnson strained back in his straps as they ploughed in with vibrations 
running the length of the ship and noise notching to a crescendo. 


“We’ve bought it!’ 

‘Tt’s the main power pack.’ 

“We’re breaking up!’ 

‘Cut power,’—Carter held them, and they floated, cruising without power 
in a sudden silence. 

‘We’re a sitting duck.’ 


Carter flipped switches. Lights, controls, power went dead. He said, 
‘Maybe they’ ll leave us as a sheer hulk.’ 


Inside Main Mission, Morrow said, ‘No contact with Flight One Leader.’ 
It was quick and it was over. There was a stunned silence all round. 
Koenig said, ‘We’re wide open. What’s the Sit Rep on the last Eagle?’ 
‘Elevator jammed.’ 


There was no longer any area of choice. Koenig hit a button for an all- 
sections call, ‘Hear this. Evacuate all non-essential surface installations as 
of now.’ 


His voice echoed tinnily round the medicentre where Helena Russell and 
Bob Mathias were working together on a patient in deep shock. They heard 
him go on ‘Bulkheads will close in thirty seconds.’ 


To his Main Mission staff, he said, ‘Paul, Sandra, David—I need you 
here. The rest of you, get below.’ 


There was an orderly race for the emergency bunkers. Victor Bergman 
stood fast. Koenig said, ‘You too, Victor.’ 


For a second it looked as though he would have a one man mutiny, but 
then Bergman heaved himself from the computer spread and moved slowly 
in the wake of the others. 


They were doing their best, but to Koenig’s eye it was slow motion as the 
remaining Hawk came in with a bright lance searching out from its cone. 


Main Mission shook to its foundations. Lights flickered and winked out, 
spot fires glowed on every console as circuitry melted out. Koenig, 
Morrow, Sandra and David Kano were flat to the deck holding on in a 
sliding smash. 


In the medicentre, patients and staff were heaped in a drift against the 
external bulkhead. As the echoing blast died there was a single high pitched 
continuing scream and Helena Russell clawed herself out of the ruck to 
check it out. 


A long fissure was opening in a direct vision port. Mathias was on his 
feet and grabbed up a sealing cannister. As the foam hit and hardened the 
screaming stopped. 


Helena said, ‘Will it hold? We have to get them out.’ 


She raced to the Communications Post and called urgently, ‘John. Do you 
read me? Atmosphere leak.’ 


Koenig saw her picture shimmering on the screen and hauled himself to 
the console. She was going on, ‘We have it controlled, but...’ 


Before he could answer, the Hawk was in again on another run, cutting a 
bright swathe through the complex. 


The vibration shook out Mathias’s patch and the scream rose again as 
though Moonbase Alpha was an animal with a mortal wound. He flapped a 
gauze strip over the crack and sprayed again. Helena Russell used her 
commlock to open the medicentre hatch. Signalling to the nursing team to 
get to it she began wheeling a trolley out into the corridor. 


Koenig, leaving Sandra to the shattered desks took Morrow and Kano 
and was off at a sprint. When he reached the medicentre the corridor was 
already choked with trolleys and patients dragged clear in their blankets. 


Mathias was back at his window with the scream jacking itself up into a 
demented shriek. His cannister spluttered and died. He yelled. ‘It’s going!’ 


Koenig weighed it up. They had seconds if that. He shouted ‘Leave it!’ 

‘I can’t.’ 

Helena was inside again struggling to lift the last patient. Koenig yelled 
‘Helena!’ and shoved over the key to close the double hatch. As they began 


to slide shut he was in and grabbing her wrist, hauling her by main force 
through the narrowing gap. 


As the seals met, the whole medicentre opened like a flower and Mathias 
and the blanketed form of the patient jetted out into space like seeds from a 
bursting pod. 


There was silence in the corridor. Koenig stood in the litter of equipment 
and débris and huddled bodies and knew the bitterness of defeat. He said 
heavily to Helena, ‘Do what you can. Paul and David will help. I'll be in 
Main Mission.’ 


A long way above their heads the single Hawk had turned in a long 
Sweep and was heading away to the red planet. 


Sandra Benes had not been idle. Bringing in fall back gear, she had 
conjured up a steady picture on the big screen. But what she had pulled out 
of space was no comfort. Hand to her mouth, eyes enormous she was 
staring at it in rigid fear. 


Koenig came up behind her unheard, put an arm round her trim shoulders 
for human comfort and shared the horror of it. 


Set fair in the centre of the screen with a swarm of Hawks like sucker 
fish round a shark was a long deadly supership, a mobile arsenal with 
power in its belly to shatter the Moon itself and leave no footing even for a 
wandering spectre. 


Koenig said, ‘Copy book tactics. First knock out the fighter screen, then 
send in the heavy brigade for the pay off.’ 


Automatically, Sandra made some fine tuning adjustments and had the 
satisfaction of getting it crystal clear. For what it was worth they could run a 
count down to their own destruction. There was nothing else they could do. 


Holding station like a piece of abandoned space rubbish, Carter’s Eagle was 
a marker buoy for the oncoming fleet to pass. Nerves at a stretch he 
expected any second that one of the fighter screen would peel off and blast 
the battered Eagle for good measure. 


Hardly breathing, he said, ‘Alpha has one laser-equipped Eagle left—if 
they can get it launched. Somehow, someway this one’s for us. Bring up 


target display. Just a glimmer. 


Johnson, still shaken to his soul, slowly tuned the scanner. The hair grid 
of the laser sights filled the screen. Way off centre, in the distance, the huge 
bomber swerved in and out of the central target zone as the Eagle rolled 
without stabilising power. 


Carter, teeth snapped shut and a muscle pulsing at the side of his jaw was 
willing his craft to swing and the bomber to cross the fire zone. Thumbs on 
the fire bar, he was calling her every name he could find, going 
methodically from A to Z. A long yaw brought the Eagle’s head round and 
the bomber was through the centre and out before he could fire. 


He took a decision and knew it was a once-only chance. He said, ‘Give 
me all the power we have, Pete.’ 


The Eagle came to life, vibrated to every last rivet in a bid to shake 
herself into scrap. Carter bucking in his seat, was concentrating like a 
medium in trance. For a split second, he juggled with the failing power pack 
and held everything steady with the bomber nudging into the crux of his 
sight grid. He yelled, ‘Laser at max,’ and Johnson diverted every scrap of 
usable power to the fire bar. A whine built up over the vibration and rose to 
a brief scream as Carter shoved venomously on the stud. 


The laser beam hit fair and square on the slab side of the supership, 
played for a fraction of a second as though etching itself a small star and 
was lost in a white flare that engulfed the escorting Hawks in a gigantic 
nuclear event that lingered as a white fire ball between the red planet and 
the hurrying Moon. 


Eagle One, flung nose over tail, came to an even keel with Carter 
doubting whether he was alive or whether it was his body carrying on 
regardless. 


In Main Mission Koenig rolled Sandra off of his chest and helped her to 
stand unsteadily. She said, ‘What was that, then?’ 


‘It could only be Eagle One,’—Koenig punched at the communications 
desk console. ‘Alpha to Eagle One. Do you copy?’ 


Carter’s voice, jubilant in spite of his failing ship, came in loud and clear, 
“We copy.’ 


‘Alan, that was terrific.’ 

‘It was the big one. Meant for Alpha.’ 

“Too right. I didn’t see any way off the hook. Why are you still alive?’ 
“We had to play dead. How’s it fared with the base?’ 

‘Not good. How are you fixed now?’ 


‘Some auxiliary power. I reckon we can get back. What do they have for 
us next?’ 


‘I’m relying on you to tell me that. Out.’ 


Koenig flipped over to the bunkers and called Bergman, ‘Victor?’ 
Bergman’s face looking like a concerned father appeared on the screen, 
“What was the big bang?’ 


“Their doomsday weapon, I’d say. Earmarked for Alpha but Alan got in 
the way.’ 


‘Alan?’ 
‘He’s all right. But we have a casualty roll as long as your arm and a real 


mess up here. Sandra’s checking with computer. She’|l give you a safe route 
to Main Mission.’ 


She was there with it at his elbow and read it out, ‘Travel tube to door 
nine. Corridor nine is safe and from there you can enter through the 
Commander’s office.’ 


She made it sound as though there was something to come home to, but 
looking around the wreck of his operations centre, Koenig knew it for a 
fiction. There was no way to restore Alpha as a viable proposition. Sandra 
caught his eye and read his thinking. She shook her head. That was one 
vote. He went slowly up the stairs to the command office. Better have them 
all in and sort out a programme. 


John Koenig looked round the conference table at the head personnel of 
Moonbase Alpha. All were streaked with sweat and dust and sour with 
nervous exhaustion and plain physical fatigue. 


Fastidious to the last, Helena Russell dusted off the surface she was about 
to sit on. It was a small thing but it went to Koenig’s heart. They none of 


them gave up easy. 


He started with her report, wanting to know the human situation. ‘All 
right, Helena. Let’s know the worst.’ 


Face averted she said, ‘A hundred and twenty-eight dead. Mostly no 
trace. Sucked out. Explosive decompression.’ 


There was a quiet pause as each one came to terms with the figure. 
Koenig said, ‘Survivors?’ 


“Those who reached the bunkers are pretty much all right. Those who 
didn’t are in that first figure. There isn’t a half way when a section blows.’ 


“We still have emergency power and the attack seems to have been called 
off.’ 


Carter said, ‘Maybe the bomber was the last fling.’ 


‘I’m not convinced of that. But as of now we are alive. How do we get to 
stay that way?’ 


David Kano had a time line to put on that, ‘About the emergency power, 
Commander. We’re running off solar batteries. There’s a shortfall even for 
minimum requirements. I couldn’t give more than eight days.’ 


‘Main generators?’ 


Morrow had done the homework, ‘Four weeks to repair the least 
damaged unit.’ 


Kano came in again, ‘Most areas lost artificial gravity units. Total write 
off.’ 


Technicians were thin on the ground. Helena confirmed it. ‘Most 
casualties are Techs. They went when the launch pads were hit.’ 


Koenig was being pushed to a decision and Sandra Benes put in another 
turn of the screw. ‘That’s not all, Commander. Food production and 
recycling plants took a beating. Water supply is heavily contaminated.’ 


“Repair forecast?’ 


‘Nine weeks minimum. But then there’ll be at least two months before 
we can begin cropping.’ 


Koenig looked at Victor Bergman. There was no need to ask his question. 
Bergman was ahead of him and had the answer pat. 


“We shall be within range of this planet for only four days. Beyond that 
the nearest star system is at least too far by six months.’ 


Every eye was on Koenig. He felt the loneliness of the command slot. 
But he accepted it, made his voice even and deliberate as though he had a 
solution and it was just a matter of finalising the detail. 


‘Alan. Get an unarmed reconnaissance Eagle winched up to a functioning 
launch pad.’ 


Every face looked its question. Answering them all, he looked at Helena 
Russell. 


“We’re going down to the planet.’ 


There was a burst of objection all round, but Victor Bergman’s voice 
seemed to stand out in the hubbub, ‘I tell you, John, I think they’ve been 
making it clear that we should stay away.’ 


“The reason they’ve stopped their attack, Victor, is that they must know 
they don’t have to bother. Alan may have stopped the supership from 
handing out the coup de grdce—but Alpha’s dead. We can’t live here and 
there’s nowhere else to go. Computer’s estimate remains. That planet can 
support human life. Unless anyone has any better idea, I see only one 
course open to us. We make for that planet as planned.’ 


As a practical proposition, it held. He could be right. There was an 
outside chance. In any event, they would be marching for the edge of the 
precipice under their own power and not be dragged kicking and screaming 
to the brink. There was more dignity in it if that mattered—maybe it was all 
they had. 


Within the hour, there was a reconnaissance Eagle on the one undamaged 
pad and Koenig was in the pilot slot with Helena Russell beside him. 


As he lifted the ship in a flurry of moondust and small trash, she asked, 
‘Do you think they’Il believe we’re unarmed?’ 


“Who knows what they’!l believe?’ 


He flipped in the direct link with Main Mission and they watched the 
orderly activity as though they were already ghosts eavesdropping on the 
living. 

The place had been cleaned up and was partly operational. Morrow was 
doing his best to give them a good reference, ‘. . . the ship now approaching 
your planet is unarmed. Our Commander, John Koenig, requests permission 
to meet your leaders and discuss our situation. We ask for your goodwill to 
be shown to the survivors of this base. This is Moonbase Alpha calling. . . 
the ship now approaching...’ 

Bergman was at the command desk and Sandra reported, ‘Casualties now 
running at one two nine.’ 


He shook his head slowly from side to side and she went on fiercely, 
‘Why has all this happened to us, Professor?’ 

The optimist was in eclipse, he fell back on a grim quote, ‘As flies to 
wanton boys, are we to the gods; they kill us for their sport.’ 

Koenig was also looking for a logical pattern and failing to find it. As the 
red planet filled his scanner, he said, ‘I can think of no reason why these 
people, this far out in space, should have developed strike craft so similar to 
what came out of Earth technology .. .’ 


‘Perhaps we’ ve run into another Earth.’ 


The Eagle sped on, with the surface coming to meet them as if in a zoom 
lens. 


CHAPTER TWO 


John Koenig called Main Mission, ‘No response from the Planet, Paul?’ 


Morrow, looking anxious, appeared on his screen, ‘Still nothing, 
Commander. Maybe we have a race of deaf mutes.’ 

“With their technology, they’d work out some way to communicate.’ 

Watching the surface from a direct vision port, Helena Russell said 
slowly, ‘I have the feeling they’re just playing us along, John.’ 

A green telltale flashed on the console and Koenig reported it for the 
record, ‘Compensators at six-sixths. We have Earth gravity.’ 

‘That levels with Computer prediction. And still no sign of enemy ships.’ 

Now they were getting surface detail. There was a bland air of mystery. 
They were flying into a gently undulating landscape clothed with a soft and 
succulent reddish foliage on a carpet of autumn green. At intervals there 


were towering structures that looked like futuristic extravaganzas. Helena 
was impressed. She said, ‘John, it’s beautiful.’ 


Koenig was staring in simple disbelief at his console. ‘Course correction 
five degrees green. We’re veering off.’ 


Helena came back to co-pilot duties, ‘No computer malfunction.’ 
‘Correction makes no effect.’ 


He ran a standard check and a row of green lights dotted the spread. ‘All 
systems check out.’ He called Alpha, ‘Alpha, do you copy? Come in, Alpha 
... Alpha, do you copy? Come in, Alpha.’ 

There was no reply. He looked at Helena, ‘No contact. Ill take it on 
manual.’ 

Five seconds of concentrated effort, pulling out every trick in the book 
and he had to concede, ‘We’re still going off course . . . I can’t correct it.’ 


But the Eagle was levelling off for a planetfall and a third force joined 
them in the command cabin. A precise female voice spoke from the 
console, ‘Alphans, you are under ground control.’ 


It was the first crack in the blank, hostile front the red planet had 
presented; something to adjust to on familiar ground. Helena Russell said, 
‘A human voice.’ 


It spoke again, ‘Relax. Stand by for touch down.’ 
Koenig said incredulously, ‘Earthmen must have been here before.’ 


Judged to a centimetre, the Eagle came down feather light on a circular 
landing disk above a complex which had all the ear marks of a control 
centre. Koenig thumped his release stud and shrugged out of his straps. 
“This is it. We’ve arrived.’ 


‘I only hope we’re here to stay.’ 


He could have said that wherever she was, was a good place to be; but 
the host organisation was wasting no time. An elevator tube was rising to 
meet the hatch of the passenger module and Koenig pressed the opening 
button. As the hatch sliced away, there was a flood of brilliant light. Helena 
joined him on the sill. It was a moment of truth. His hand dropped to the 
butt of the laser on his belt. Together they stepped from the known world of 
the Eagle to the waiting cage. 


The cage fell away, slowed to a halt, dissolved from around them, so that 
they appeared to walk out from a glowing area in the notional wall of a 
vaguely defined, circular chamber, full of shifting colour and moving light. 
Making an inner circle, six translucent columns slowly pulsed with 
brightening and dimming light sources. Crowded between them, were other 
columns, smaller and less intense and a host of dim shapes in constant 
movement. The whole chamber was in a flux of light and colour and change 
which seemed to simulate a kind of organic life, though to Helena Russell’s 
sensitive intuition it seemed also to be mechanical and in some strange way 
biologically dead. 


Like any living organism, they tried to explore the environment and make 
sense of it. But when they met up at the centre, they were no nearer. It 
defied the data in their Earth based minds. 

Helena said, ‘What do you make of it?’ 


‘Not much. Highly developed technology. It seems to have nothing in 
common with Earth type Hawks.’ 


It was still bugging him. They went together to a small column, seeing 
their own faces reflected back and flooded by the pulsing lights. 


Koenig went on, ‘And still no communication. I wish someone would 
show a face, say a word—any goddamned thing.’ 


‘This could be a sort of cortex, a sort of brain.’ 
“Why did they bring us here?’ 

“Maybe they just wanted to take a closer look at us.’ 
“That feeling’s mutual.’ 


He moved away to a major column and had both palms flat on its surface 
when it suddenly flushed brilliantly from base to tip and an electronic 
chatter filled the room. He recoiled and Helena was beside him holding his 
arm, suddenly afraid. There was action inside the pillar. Mist swirled, 
cleared, revealed the dark silhouette of a seated figure. 


Helena, voice in a whisper, asked ‘Human?’ 


As if on cue, light strengthened inside the column and they had it clear. It 
was no bonus. The face was humanoid, but still as a death mask, pallid, 
with closed eyes and tightly pursed lips. It could have been smoothly 
chiselled out of an alabaster block. 


Koenig said, ‘Human? Or some sort of trick manifestation. An elaborate 
mask?’ He went close again, ‘Can you speak to us?’ 


Helena said nervously, ‘The lights and colours. They could be a language 
we don’t understand.’ 


The eyes in the mask flicked open, fixing them with a stony stare. The 
lips writhed in an enigmatic smile, as though the owner relished the 
disadvantage they were in. A thin, cold voice seemed to speak into the 
inside of their heads. ‘Speak, Earthman. What is your case?’ 


For a brief count, Koenig was speechless with the calm insolence of it. 
Unprovoked aggression had killed his people and brought their hard- 
pressed base to a desolated ruin. If there was any case to answer it was for 
the column squatter. 


‘Speak.’ 


Koenig clamped down on a rising tide of anger. He tried to keep his voice 
steady and factual. ‘You know we came from Earth planet?’ 


There was no reply. The face remained cold as a graven image. 
Indignation took over. Koenig went closer, ‘Why? Why did you attack us? 
Why?’ 

The figure was unmoved. 


“We’ve been transmitting messages for weeks. We wanted permission to 
make a landfall on your planet. You understand us. You speak our language. 
Why did you reply with war machines?’ 


Koenig spread his hands and turned to Helena. Her clear, gentle voice 
filled the silence. 


‘If there’s some reason why you don’t want us here, we would 
understand. Some basic incompatibility, maybe? We’re peace-loving people 
and we’re not here by choice. We cannot control the course of our Moon 
platform. We have to find a place to live. But we don’t use force. All we 
want is peace.’ 


Having Helena ignored was too much. Koenig’s anger flared out, 
‘Answer, damn you! You want my case. It’s this. We came in peace. You 
waited without word and launched a surprise attack. Half our people are 
dead. Alpha is destroyed. You leave us without the means to live. Let us 
bring the survivors down here and see if we can get a better understanding 
between us.’ 


“You cannot stay.’ 

Koenig was shouting, ‘Nor can we stay on Alpha.’ 
“You have no place in space at all.’ 

‘Just like that! You deny us our future?’ 


“You have no future. You carry within you the seeds of your own 
destruction. You are a contaminating organism, a fatal virus, a plague of 
fear.’ 


A burst of electronic gobbledegook sidetracked the listeners. A second 
column had come to life. The face in it was again inhuman and mask like, 
but recognisably female and the voice confirmed it. ‘Your presence on this 
planet would destroy a civilisation that has survived for billions of years.’ 


Helena said, ‘Is that your opinion of mankind? Are we no more to you 
than a virus?’ 


It was more than Koenig would take. Hand on the butt of his laser, he 
faced both masks and his voice was hard edged with challenge, ‘From the 
time we were blasted from Earth’s orbit, we have fought for survival. We 
have survived. How I don’t know. There’s no rational explanation. This I 
say, I have faith in the strength of the human spirit and a conviction of our 
destiny. Some force, God if you like, is in our corner.’ 


The male mask was unimpressed, ‘The death struggle of inferior species 
is often their finest hour. But the end is nevertheless, the end.’ 


‘I refuse to accept that we have no future.’ 
‘Extinction may come a little later. That is all,’ 
Lights in the column waned. The shadowy outlines remained. 


Koenig drew Helena aside and spoke quietly close to her ear. “They’re 
weak. Physically, they’re limited.’ 


“They have superior weaponry.’ 


‘Not that. Here in this room. Whatever all this equipment is, they depend 
on it for life support. It’s fragile.’ 


She could see the drift of his thinking and it worried her, ‘We came to 
convince them we could live in peace.’ 


“They don’t accept that.’ 
‘So what do you mean? That we start a war down here as well?’ 


“What’s to lose? They won’t persuade me to go back to certain death on 
Alpha.’ 

He had his laser out, thumbing over the stud for a killing beam. 

‘John! Violence is no answer.’ 

But he was away from her, going for the column that housed the male. 
From behind it, the male alien stepped out, an elongated, El Greco figure in 
a shimmering transparent, hip length tabard. He was carrying a heavy-duty 
Earth pattern laser. Koenig took aim to fire, but he was a fraction late. The 
female of the species had left her own perch and had him in crossfire. As he 


fell, they both advanced towards him firing again and again in an overkill of 
destruction. 


Helena Russell ran to him, knelt beside him. Her hair brushed over his 
burned and disfigured face. 


Except for Helena’s sobbing there was silence in the columned chamber. 


Away on Moonbase Alpha, Paul Morrow was bringing reserve Eagles to 
the remaining launch pads. Bergman found him at the command console. 


‘Still no word from the Commander?’ 
‘No.’ 
“Then I think we should make a start anyway.’ 


‘Launch pads one and five are operational. We can get the Eagles away. 
If that’s what we want to do.’ 


‘What else is there to do?’ 


Helena Russell was repeating over and over, ‘Why did you do it, John? 
Why?’ 

Thuds on the floor beside his body broke into her private world of grief 
and she looked up. The two aliens were standing over her and they had 
dropped their lasers to lie beside Koenig’s on the ground. 


She was on her feet, drawing her own gun, saying hysterically, ‘Stay 
away... [Il kill you!’ 


Impassive as ever, the male figure said, ‘Don’t be afraid, Doctor Russell. 
We can help you.’ 


She backed off, ‘Stay away!’ 


They walked slowly towards her and she retreated step by step until she 
felt the smooth fabric of a column at her back. 


‘No closer—or I fire!’ 


They came on. The female said, ‘You will not kill us, Doctor Russell. 
The power of your weapon will be turned against you.’ 


They moved in, one on either side and her despairing scream melded 
with a burst of electronic clatter. There was a blinding flash of mind 


numbing light and, as it faded, she looked down at her body in 
bewilderment. 


She was seeing the pillar from the inside. Clothed simply like the two 
aliens, she was sitting cross legged in a transparent case. Her second scream 
was lost in the hollow trunk. The aliens were back in their old places, 
watching her. But there was a change. Both were smiling. 


‘Do not be afraid.’ 
‘In our world there can be no fear.’ 


Gentle lights strobed in Helena’s column and she felt peace invade her 
mind. In spite of herself, she was seeing the chamber in a new way. She 
could even look at Koenig’s body without grief. 


The female said, ‘He was the victim of his own fear. Now you can share 
our power and make good your wish that he should live.’ 


As she ceased, Koenig’s eyelids flickered. His hands went to his face. It 
was unmarked. He was on his feet moving uncertainly towards the three 
pillars alive with light. Then he saw Helena. His horrified shout of ‘No!’ 
echoed round the vault. 


Helena was smiling, holding out her arms in a mime for him to join her. 


Again he shouted ‘No!’ and rushed forward as though to pluck her out 
with his bare hands. But before he reached the column, there was a brief 
flash and he was hurled back by an invisible barrier. From where he fell, he 
could see his laser and he scooped it up. As he came forward again, another 
flash had him reeling away. 


It was obvious there was no way to reach her. The wall glowed, showing 
him the way they had come in. He would have to go another way to work. 
He said, ‘Helena!’ and it was both a cry of despair and an apology for 
leaving her. As the light engulfed him and he disappeared, she was still 
smiling in her transparent cage. 


In her mind’s eye, she could see the elevator taking him to the surface 
and the Eagle lifting in a crash launch as he gunned the motors. 


In Main Mission on the distant Moonbase, Paul Morrow broadcast on the 
general net. ‘All personnel should go to the Technical Section where the 
Eagles are now loading. Shut down of services in all dormitory areas will 
begin in fifteen minutes...’ 


At a bleep from her console Sandra broke In, ‘I have a contact, Paul.’ 
Kano identified the source, ‘It’s the Commander’s Eagle.’ 


There was a murmur all round and Koenig’s voice spoke into it, ‘Hello 
Alpha, hello Alpha. Do you copy?’ 


Voices stilled, waiting for his report. 
Morrow answered, ‘Commander, we copy!’ 


Koenig’s face was on the screen, he said, ‘Paul. We could live on this 
planet. But we’re going to have a fight for a toehold.’ 


Reaction was mixed, it was good and bad news both. Paul Morrow called 
‘Quiet, please.’ 


Koenig said, ‘Alan?’ 
Carter answered for himself, ‘Commander.’ 


‘I want you to bring out the last of the laser Eagles. Rendezvous at this 
position and I’ ll transfer to your ship.’ 


“Yes, sir!’—He was away at a run and Koenig called again, ‘Victor?’ 
‘Here, John.’ 


‘Evacuate Alpha as soon as Alan’s clear. I can’t guarantee what you’ll 
find when you get here, but at least . . .” he could not bring himself to say 
that Alpha was a dead option. 


‘It’s all right, John. Everyone knows the score. We’|I take a chance.’ 


‘Good. If I’m not around to guide you in, choose open ground and 
consolidate your position. I suppose I’ve seen the last of Alpha. Say 
goodbye for me.’ 


‘Say hello to the Planet for me!’ 


It was a poor jest, but the best Bergman could do. Carter’s Eagle came 
into vision on the screen. They were rolling. 


In her column, Helena Russell was in a crossfire of sudden goodwill. 
Both aliens were smiling encouragement. But the fact of confinement was 
still there. She said, ‘Am I a prisoner?’ 


The male half of the duo said, ‘You are free to walk where your mind has 
the will to take you.’ 


Helena pressed her palms on the smooth walls. It sounded like so much 
double talk. She said, ‘Am I free to walk out of here?’ 


The female spoke, ‘If your mind can find a way.’ 


The male went on another tack, bringing her up to date, ‘John Koenig has 
taken your Eagle. He has called for reinforcements from Alpha. He believes 
he can rescue you and win space on this planet by force.’ 


‘Will he...’ Helena hesitated, “This may seem a strange question to ask 
you, but will he succeed?’ 


The answer was equivocal, ‘He is very much afraid we will stop him.’ 
‘And will you?’ 

‘No.’ 

“Then I am not here as a hostage?’ 

“You are here to observe the consequences.’ 


She felt she was being treated as an idiot child and there was anger in her 
voice as she asked, ‘Of what?’ 


The female answered her, ‘The Earthman’s concept of life is limited by 
his fear of death.’ 


Speaking alternately they elaborated, ‘Fear has stunted his mind. He 
cannot conceive of other forms of life.’ 


‘He clings with all his might to the life he knows.’ 
‘Fear is the illusion that fences him in.’ 
‘It will be your task, as a Doctor, to dismantle such fences.’ 


Helena looked at the male alien, ‘If I am to do that, I must first overcome 
my own fears. Tell me. Are we all going to die?’ 


“That depends on you.’ 


Koenig saw Carter’s armed Eagle move alongside and felt some satisfaction 
in the technical know-how that had made the rendezvous possible. 
Whatever the column squatting aliens might think, homo sapiens had come 
a long way. They were not finished yet. 


There was a slight lurch as the ships came together and the boarding tube 
locked. Alan Carter’s voice came from the console, ‘Docking completed. 
Tube pressurised.’ 


Carter’s co-pilot hurried through and Koenig joined his chief pilot in the 
command module. As he shrugged into space gear, he said, ‘You fly her, 
Alan. Head for the planet. I’ll brief you as we go.’ 


The other Eagle veered off and they watched it pick up a course for 
Alpha. Carter wheeled away for the surface of the red planet. 


Since Koenig’s flight out, it had taken on a new aspect. Rings of bright 
light were pulsing out like an animated diagram of a transmitting source. 
Carter said, ‘Looks like a defence screen, Commander.’ 


The Eagle fled on, nudged into the margin of the outermost ring and was 
suddenly engulfed in flashes of scarlet light. Both men snapped down their 
visors. The Eagle was labouring, slowed almost to a stop. Deceleration 
slammed them forward in their harness. 


Carter jerked out, ‘Force fields. Close down main engines. Fire retros.’ 


Koenig flipped switches, called the score, ‘Full power, Alan. There’s no 
going back. Anti-gravity screens at maximum.’ 


The module was juddering violently as the motors tried to pull them free. 
The Eagle was slewed around as it tried to follow the resultant of the forces 
acting on it. On the console, there was a rash of red warning telltales. The 
motors were notching up a self-destructive scream and an alarm blared. 


Shouting above the din, Alan Carter said, ‘We can’t do it, Commander. 
She’Il break up.’ 


“We’ve got to do it.’ 


Smoke jetted from the overburdened console, vibrations set the 
superstructure in a ripple. Scarlet light probed like a spear through the 
module. 


Carter yelled, ‘Eject. She’s breaking up.’ 


There was a percussive thud and the Eagle was scrap metal, tearing away 
from around them like a cellophane pack. Instantly the red lights cut and 
they were suddenly in utter silence two clumsy ballooning figures afloat in 
the vast nowhere of space. 


Koenig called ‘Alan? Alan?’ and saw Carter spin slowly towards him. 
The visor was breached. Alan Carter was dead. 


For Koenig it was the ultimate in loneliness. He had thought many times 
about what he would do in this or that crisis which might easily arrive in his 
profession. Meteor strike. Failure of any one of the fragile life support 
systems. Abandonment in space. To be alive and yet dead. Full of strength 
and sap and yet condemned. He could open a valve and make it quick or he 
could go for the full due. It was no option. Since man had no control of his 
destiny, he would show his contempt by endurance. 


He looked down at the dials on his chest console. ‘Ninety-seven minutes 
of life and then no oxygen. Hallucination, a drift through dreams to real 
eternity.’ 


He looked around at the starmap and the vast emptiness, ‘Or just nothing. 
Oblivion. The ultimate negative. Poison and pain and yet more pain until . . 
. nothing.’ 


Drifting in a slow head over heels spin, he was tumbling into vacancy. 
‘This body could be a piece to fit in a historical puzzle, a future 
archaeologist’s missing link. John Koenig, from Planet Earth, ninth and last 
Commander of Moonbase Alpha.’ 


He thought about that one, shaking his head slowly and a piece of ancient 
Earth wisdom flashed in Gothic script before his mind’s eye, ‘Vanity saith 
the Preacher, vanity. All is vanity.’ 


Still batting with human criteria and a hope for a landfall, Bergman was 
getting Eagles off the pads on Moonbase Alpha. Two at a time, they were 
rising phoenix-like, from the wreckage with a full complement of 
personnel. 


In Main Mission, he had Morrow and Kano at their consoles with Sandra 
Benes as his adjutant at the command desk. He was satisfied that everything 


they could carry was loaded and away. 


Paul Morrow said, ‘That’s it, Professor. The last Eagle is ready for lift 
off. They’re just waiting for us. You have three minutes.’ 


‘Thanks, Paul.’ 


Sandra pushed a red stud carrying a stylised pictograph of a human hand. 
She said, ‘Recording now.’ 


Sadly, Victor Bergman straightened up and spoke into the quiet room. 
“We are mankind. We came from Planet Earth. We built this base called 
Alpha to learn more about space. Human error blasted this Moon out of 
Earth’s orbit.’ 


His listeners were stock still, trapped in their memories. 


“We have travelled the Universe in search of a place to live. Now we can 
no longer live here and we go to face an uncertain future on the Planet that 
has nearly destroyed us.’ 


He paused, searching for the right words and then went on firmly, ‘You, 
whoever you are, who find this empty vessel in Alpha, seek us out, if we 
still exist; come and teach us all you know. We have learned many things. 
But most of all we have learned that we still have much to learn.’ 


He leaned forward and pressed the stop. There was a whir as the recorder 
rewound itself. He walked purposefully for the hatch without a backward 
look. 


The others followed. Morrow put his arm round Sandra’s shoulders. 
Kano with some instinct of prudent housekeeping turned out the lights. 


Victor Bergman speaking for himself and remembering Koenig said, 
‘Goodbye, Alpha.’ 

The armada of Eagles thundered away towards the red planet. Since 
leaving the base, Bergman had hardly spoken and was deep in thought. 

Paul Morrow challenged him, ‘Are they worth a penny?’ 

‘I’m wondering . . . just wondering, if there’s any future for us at all.’ 


It was a fair comment and Morrow could add nothing to it. In the 
passenger modules, the Alphans were reading, playing chess, anything to 
take their minds off the landfall ahead. Sandra Benes, in a bridge four, was 


holding an opening two hearts, but kept the cards close to her chest, ‘What 
do you think Columbus thought he would find?’ 


Nobody wanted to guess. Her partner said, ‘For godsake, Sandra, make 
your call. I’m getting nervous.’ 


On the planet surface, a succession of golden suns were setting behind the 
towering control centre. Helena Russell in the hall of columns was getting 
to grips with alien philosophy. 

“You talk of life beyond death and yet all around is a world I can see and 
touch and feel.’ 

The male alien said, ‘What is around you now is a brain.’ 

She took her hand away from the small column she was touching and the 
female half of the act said, ‘Unlike your human brain, this will never die. It 
has been developed over generations and it grows more complex with each 
life that is lived in it.’ 

‘But why is there life and death if the brain is permanent?’ 

‘We are not permanent. We are tenants of the brain for a span of a 
thousand years. The people of this planet feed the brain with life.’ 


‘And you defend them with Hawks and Superships like those on Planet 
Earth?’ 


Straight answers were hard to come by. The male alien seemed to be 
talking nonsense—‘We have no fighting machines of our own. Why should 
we? We have outgrown fear.’ 


“Then where did they come from? The ones that destroyed Alpha?’ 
Again it was a dusty answer, ‘Mankind is full of fear.’ 

‘But you haven’t answered my question!’ 

‘Come fearlessly into our brain and learn.’ 


Strobe lights began to play inside Helena’s transparent cell. She was 
bathed in a rhythm that was utterly relaxing. Body and mind, she seemed to 
be part of the shifting light. His voice went on without source, without any 
sense that it was separate from her own consciousness. 


‘Our world is in perfect balance. Differences have been resolved. 
Restless desires of individual flesh and communal ambition are fulfilled and 
accommodated. They are resolved as spiritual energy in this great 
combination of brains that makes up our harmonious world. We have no 
fear.’ 


The concept became meaningful. Mystics on Earth planet had hinted at it 
in their language of paradox. The cloud of unknowing. The stillness at the 
centre of the dance. She said, ‘It’s beautiful . . .’ then her attitude changed 
to bewilderment. A thin thread connecting her to another reality had tugged 
at some deep holdfast. She said, ‘John?’ 


She could see him, alone, floating against a wheeling backdrop of stars. 
She could see his face behind the visor. He was smiling. Suddenly anxious, 
she called out ‘John?’ 


There was no response. He was drifting away out of reach. 
‘John!’ 
The female said, ‘He has faced death. He has conquered his fear.’ 


It could be true, but it was no barter for the man himself. She wanted him 
present to touch and hold. ‘John, come back!’ 


Awake to the world of sense and disenchanted with meditation, she 
turned on the male alien, ‘I want to bring him back. As he was. He’s a 
human being. I want him here and now. I am afraid of death. Even this 
dream death. I don’t want your world.’ 


‘If you bring him back, he will have to face the agony of his own fear.’ 


‘I want him as a human being. I want him as he is, with all his faults and 
fears.’ 


The female said coldly, ‘He would destroy us all.’ 
“We are what we are.’ 


Helena was on her feet with the flimsy tabard in a swirl. She screamed, 
‘John!’ 


In the unimaginable distance, Koenig heard her voice echo inside his 
head. Vanity or not, he had not done with his world. There was a tie that 


would anchor his spirit while any life lasted. Hands outstretched, he called, 
‘Helena!’ 


He was accelerating. His body was hurling itself at the great disk of the 
red planet. Confusion was compounded on confusion. He was in a 
maelstrom of red light and out of it, a bright thread was separating a 
brilliant channel to surge along to a glowing light, which he suddenly 
recognised as the entrance wall of the planet’s control centre. Her scream 
sounded again in his ears and she was there in her transparent cage, slim 
and beautiful and wanting him. 


His space suit had dissolved away. He was dressed as he had been when 
they arrived. Laser in hand, he stalked from the outlying columns until the 
aliens were in clear view and fired until the charge ran out. 


The pay off was out of all proportion to the act. Explosive force hurled 
him to the shaking ground. A crescendo of lightning strikes and thunderous 
explosions rocked the foundations. Thick clouds of sulphurous smoke, 
laced with scarlet tongues of flame filled the air. The building was 
disintegrating, folding in on itself and the only begetter of the action, dazed 
and shaken, was clinging to the ground overwhelmed by the violence he 
had unleashed. 


For Koenig, there was sudden bitter truth in the saying, ‘Each man kills 
the thing he loves.’ 


He had meant to save her and she was at the heart of the inferno. 
Crawling unsteadily on hands and knees, he went for the place where he 
had seen her. Another vast detonation hurled him aside and he hauled 
himself forward again, slowly and painfully, in a space which was without 
shape or form, where there was nothing but noise and smoke and wreckage 
and his own conscious will to find her. He called, ‘Helena! Helena!’ and 
was brought to a stop by a heap of scorched and blackened rubble. A hand 
protraded from the heap. He had found her. 


Koenig worked like a raving madman, clawing at the wreck, hurling 
burnt out trash aside until she was clear to see, still and composed, 
unmarked, with eyelashes lying in perfect arcs on her pale skin. He was on 
his knees, hands cupping her face, eyes full of tears. The waste of it choked 
his mind. It was the last, ultimate turn of the screw. 


Her eyes had been open for some seconds before he realised it was so. 
All logic was long gone. He accepted it, lifted her out of her blackened 
tomb and held her. Tactile clues convinced him that against all expectation 
they were still firmly on the quick side of the line that marked out the quick 
from the dead. 


Her hands homed comfortably on the back of his head, lips were 
anemone soft, an open O. They were alive and there was more to it than 
squatting inside a transparent column for high level conversation. 


Around them, the surface of the red planet was going into spasm. They 
clung together, surrounded by a reign of destructive terror as all the arsenals 
of all the worlds unleashed a spectacular of manmade engines of war in 
headlong action against the planet and against each other. 


When silence came, it was sudden and total. Koenig drew Helena to her 
feet and they stood hand in hand on a mound of smoking rubbish to look 
out on a scene which was mind-bending, the outside limit of utter 
desolation. 


Wisps of grey smoke drifted past them. As far as the distant horizons, the 
once smiling face of the red planet was a charred and hideous nightmare of 
churned rock and twisted débris. 


Koenig looked at Helena and took his commlock from his belt. She knew 
what he would do and knew that it had to be. 


As he called the Eagle fleet, she looked out over the rain they had made. 
Koenig called, ‘Paul?’ 


In the command module of the hurrying Eagle, battered and dishevelled, 
Koenig appeared on the TV screen. Victor Bergman, Sandra and Kano 
crowded behind the pilot squab to hear the message. It was not good and 
their faces drained of all the hope and optimism that the trip had generated. 


Koenig said, ‘Turn around, Paul. If you’re going to die, you might as 
well die on Alpha.’ 


As the words left his mouth, the world erupted in a cosmic cataclysm. 
Time slowed, became meaningless. Koenig felt himself spinning through a 
whirling, screaming void . . . 


Main Mission was tense. Every operator was watching the big screen. No 
slouch at picking up vibrations, John Koenig knew for a truth, that his 
command to Carter to fire warning shots was unpopular. Every last one of 
the operations team believed he had taken a losing gamble that, would cost 
them dear. 


Carter’s Eagles had come round in a fantastic turn but the three Hawks, 
arrowing in to Moonbase Alpha were drawing away. They would be 
impossible to catch and Kano was calling the time that remained for the 
intercepting Eagles to make a strike. 


‘Fifteen seconds.’ 


All eyes swivelled round to look at Koenig. Victor Bergman said, ‘It’s an 
attack, John.’ 


Koenig was still hoping for some response from the red planet, glowing 
like a backdrop to the action. He asked Morrow, ‘Still no signal?’ 


‘Nothing.’ 
Kano’s “Ten seconds,’ chimed with the reply. 


Alan Carter’s voice, full of bitterness, cracked round the quiet room, ‘We 
can’t hold them, Commander.’ Thumping the desk, Bergman declared what 
everyone knew, ‘Alpha’s wide open!’ 


‘Five seconds.’ 


Helena Russell raced into Main Mission, honey blonde hair in a swirl as 
she stopped dead and looked over their heads to Koenig. Across the room, 
their eyes met and he remembered something that held him locked for a 
second that seemed to stretch for a vast reach of time. 


They were all waiting for his word, with Alan Carter’s strained and 
anxious face staring down from the main scanner. When he spoke there was 
an involuntary murmur of protest. 


Koenig said, ‘Alan! Hold your fire!’ 
Carter jerked out, ‘Commander!’ 
“That’s an order, Carter!’ 


The chance, if it had been one, was gone. The three Hawks were through, 
streaking in for Moonbase Alpha. They could only endure and wait for the 


annihilating blast that would come. 


The Hawks bored in. Then they were gone; winking out of existence like 
turned off lights. 


Sandra Benes said, ‘Alien contacts ... lost!’ 


Koenig called Carter who looked stunned by the evidence of his console. 
‘Return to base, Alan.’ 


“Yes, sir.’ 


Koenig moved slowly, flipped off the Red Alert button. He said, ‘Alert 
condition cancelled. Stand down.’ 


Helena Russell called her medicentre and Mathias took it at the 
communications post, with the orderly chaos of a hospital service trader 
mobilisation around him. 


‘Bob? False alarm. Wind it up.’ 


Nobody could come to terms with it and Bergman spoke for all when he 
said, ‘John, I don’t understand. Does this mean we can go down to the 
planet?’ 

The answer was taken from Koenig. The screen was filled with a picture 
that Sandra had not tuned. It was the hall of columns and the male alien’s 
voice filled Main Mission. 


‘No.’ 
All eyes looked wonderingly at the intruders and the male alien went on, 


“We trust you will stay away. Because you are so primitive and unstable, so 
governed by emotions like fear, you would destroy this perfect world.’ 


Now it was in their minds and they could remember the glimpse of a 
possible future (or was it past?) that had been avoided. 


The female alien confirmed it, “The fighting craft that appeared to attack 
you were created in your own minds by your own fears. Our only defence 
was to make your fears appear to be a reality.’ 


The male figure had the last word, ‘Alpha is not destroyed. Nor is our 
planet. In a moment of time we have shown you the possible consequences 
of a decision we trust you will not take.’ 


The screen blanked. Each one was silent, coming to terms with his own 
mind. 


John Koenig reckoned he should put them back to work. He spoke to 
Bergman, but for everybody’s benefit. 

‘How far away did you estimate the next solar system?’ 

Helena was staring at the blank screen. She was remembering the rose 


madder foliage and the bland, green calm of the landscape. Hand on 
Koenig’s arm, she said slowly, ‘It is a beautiful planet.’ 


CHAPTER THREE 


John Koenig looked round the rows of intent faces in the recreation centre 
and reckoned soberly that his people were coming out of it very well. They 
had settled back into the routine of work and leisure and were still ready to 
give anew thing a try. 


He had been dubious about Bergman’s string quintet, thinking it might be 
limited in appeal, but in the event, Victor Bergman’s enthusiasm was 
communicating itself to all hands. He had worked hard with his volunteers 
and the standard of musicianship was impressive. Even Alan Carter who 
didn’t know a five bar rest from a beer garden joined in the applause as the 
piece came to an end and the maestro bowed professionally from the 
podium. 


Bergman started again, slow delicate music on a strict rhythm. It filled 
the space with nostalgia for the vanished culture of Earth planet, spilling out 
into the empty corridors of the sprawling Moonbase, repeated from 
communication posts which carried closed circuit coverage. 


Some Alphans were still at the coal face, filling every minute with sixty 
seconds worth of distance run. In Hydroponic Unit Two, a dedicated group 
had set up what could have looked like an old time séance. 


Certainly they had the atmosphere for it. There was a low key green light 
for optimum plant growth. There were lines of free-growing plants, some 
exotic, some bearing experimental fruits, some in their own transparent 
cases getting their ration of ultra violet. 


Running water and Bergman’s music made a backdrop. Inside the Unit 
Laboratory area, it was ignored. Dan Mateo, the botanist in charge of the 
unit, was explaining his experimental design and his three volunteers were 
as hooked as Bergman’s musicians. 


They settled themselves round a table and Mateo sorted out four leads 
from a black box in the centre. Each one ended in a flat electrode and 
Mateo flapped one on his left wrist. Next to him Laura Adams, inclined to 
giggle as the privilege of a strikingly pretty girl, caught his eye and did her 
best to look serious. To make amends, she took a wandering lead and 


plugged herself into the magic circle. The other two did the same. 
Following Mateo’s quiet instruction, they held hands and all looked 
steadfastly at a small group of plants which shared the space on the table 
top. 

Bergman’s music was building its intricate patterns and reaching a new 
climax. Laura, suddenly dead serious, looked at Mateo and then anxiously 
at the others. There was no doubt something was happening for him. Head 
back, sweat beading on his forehead, he seemed to have gone into a trance 
state. But there was no breaking the hold. In the centre of the table the 
instrument pack and the plants were in and out of vision in a mind-bending 
flicker. 


Mateo was a man in a trap. Breath uneven, he was twisting and turning in 
his seat. His eyes were ghastly, rolling up to show the whites. Laura Adams 
had seen enough, she was struggling to break free. But the bond was 
unbreakable. They needed outside help and she twisted desperately to look 
for any passing technician to pull the plug. 


In fact she found a bonus. The overlord of the Hydroponic Section no 
less was on his way in and looked less than pleased. Too late, she realised 
that Warren was one to act first and think it through later. She tried to shout 
a warning, but he was in with a rush looking furious. Before she could say 
that a slow letdown would be better for Mateo’s safety, he was leaning over 
the table yanking the leads from the panel. 


Freedom came with a rush and was welcome, but the effect on Mateo 
was galvanic. Back arched like a bow he was held rigid over the rail of his 
chair. All lights dimmed except for the glow from the instrument panel 
which was suddenly intense. The sound of rushing wind tore through the 
area, ruffling Laura Adams’s smooth hair. As they leaped to their feet, 
Mateo was released and slumped forward over the table top. 


The recreations room was two bars on before the effect hit. Lights 
dimmed and a hatch blew open letting in a gale that whipped Bergman’s 
score from the stand and floated it in a madcap flurry. A woman screamed 
and the peace shattered like a fragile glass. 


The experimentalist himself was out cold, lying with arms outstretched 
across a collection of withered and dying plants. 


Anxious to know, Laura Adams stood her ground as the top brass of 
Moonbase Alpha crowded into the Unit lab. She stayed at Helena’s elbow 
for the verdict. 


‘How is he?’ 
‘Shock.’ 


Koenig, Bergman and Dr Warren stood aside as Bob Mathias hurried in 
with a stretcher party. Helena said, ‘Medicentre, Bob. Put him to bed and 
run standard checks.’ 


As they went to work, Koenig asked, ‘How did it happen?’ 


Only half listening, Laura said, ‘We were helping Paul in his experiment . 


’ 


“What equipment were you using?’ 


Paul Mateo was already being wheeled through the hatch followed by 
Mathias and Helena Russell. Clearly he was in good hands. With an effort, 
she concentrated on the question and pointed to the device Mateo had built. 
‘Just this. Basically it’s a transmitter.’ 


Nothing remained simple for long. John Koenig reckoned that the man 
who had said, ‘Living is struggling and you have to learn to like it,’ had 
made the definitive statement for all time. If it wasn’t the interstellar 
outback throwing up a challenge, it was something inside the complex. He 
said, ‘Check it out, Victor.’ 


Bergman moved in, sensitive fingers spreading the tangle of wandering 
leads. Behind him Warren was on a sSelf-justification exercise that 
maddened Laura Adams. She didn’t like what Mateo had been doing, but 
she didn’t like anybody else to knock him either. 


Nervy and tense, a grey man if ever there was one, Warren said jerkily, ‘I 
warned him. I warned him repeatedly.’ 


Before Koenig could speak, she broke in, ‘You had no right to interfere. 
What you did could have killed him.’ 


‘I will not tolerate these experiments, not in my department.’ 


Koenig lifted a hand for peace, ‘Calm down . . . Now I simply want to 
know what happened here.’ 


‘Commander, I told Doctor Mateo these experiments were dangerous...’ 
‘Dangerous. In what way?’ 
‘The justification is clear in what happened to Doctor Mateo.’ 


It took the explanation no further and Koenig had the feeling it was not 
his day. Even Laura made no sense when she added, ‘Something happened. 
Dan went into some kind of trance state.’ 


Warren said quickly, “You see what I mean, Commander. . . I warned 
him. I warned him repeatedly.” They were off for a second round and 
Koenig thought enough was enough. He put a dismissive edge on his voice, 
‘All right, Warren. I’ Il talk to you again.’ 


Warren looked at him, recognised that he was not wanted, spun on his 
heel and walked off. 


Even Laura Adams got the treatment. Koenig’s voice was loaded with 
scepticism, ‘A trance you say?’ 

‘It was a scientific enquiry .. .’ 

A bleep on the communications post sidetracked Koenig. It was Paul 


Morrow with a piece of hard fact, ‘Commander. There’s been a momentary 
temperature drop recorded in all Alpha sections.’ 


“Have you traced the cause?’ 


‘No information, Commander. Point of origin seems to have been in the 
Hydroponic Section.’ 


Koenig turned to the three remaining experimenters and spoke to Laura. 
‘All right. I want a full report on everything that happened here. You can 
start as of now.’ 


“Yes, Commander.’ 


As they went off to their desks, Bergman lifted the device clear of the 
table and carried it over, ‘John . . .” he nodded to the hatch, clearly wanting 
a private conference. 


Outside, he stopped and held up the small console. ‘What’s going on, 
John? There’s nothing sinister about this gadget. There’s nothing here that 
could cause a temperature drop.’ 


“That’s all I need, Victor. An unsolved mystery. Something caused it. It 
began here. Let’s just keep looking. Right?’ 


‘Right.’ 
In the medicentre, Dan Mateo came back to the world of sense in a crisis 


of panic fear. Helena Russell who had put in a long vigil was there to see 
and could only guess at the mental turmoil that lay behind it. 


Jacking himself up to a sitting position against her restraining hand, he 
said thickly, ‘How long have I been out?’ 


‘A while. Do you remember what happened?’ 


He dropped back to the pillow and turned his head away as though by the 
physical act he could avoid the question. 


If there was a thread to lead through the maze, Koenig reckoned it would 
have one free end in the Hydroponic Unit and he took Bergman with him to 
argue it out. The reports were a starting point. He leaned on a tank and 
looked at a bland array of foliage. ‘Look, Victor, let’s suppose that Mateo 
believes we have some innate affinity with plants—maybe even—at a long 
shot—some power to communicate .. .’ 


“We both have nervous systems. We respond to pain, happiness, hunger 
—it isn’t outside possibility. Yes, his theory is based on sound scientific 
principles.’ 

‘Okay. He discovers that certain wave patterns in the human brain 
correspond precisely to the wave patterns plants send out. Where do you go 
from there?’ 


“The wave patterns Mateo uses are found in the intuitive area of the brain 
. .. That’s the same area where psychic powers, all the paranormal forces 
originate. In the experiment tonight, Mateo attempted to tap that wave 
pattern at its source, boost it by using the pooled mental resources of his 
group, project it, make a quantitative measure of the results. His ultimate 
goal was communication between plants and humans.’ 


‘So what went wrong? Could that experiment have triggered what 
happened on Alpha?’ 


‘I don’t see how.’ 


‘One thing’s plain. The computer didn’t imagine that drop in 
temperature.’ 


Helena Russell was getting closer to the problem by talking to the man 
himself. After a long silence, Dan Mateo was speaking quietly, but with 
intense concentration, as though he wanted to be sure to get it right. “This is 
the first time I used the mental resources of other people. I felt the 
difference immediately. There was a feeling that something unusual would 
happen.’ 


He stopped and looked away, reliving the minute, then turned back, ‘Our 
concentration deepened. I was aware of something new. A coldness seemed 
to grow inside my mind, my body was cold. With it came fear, a part of my 
mind struggled... wanted. . . tried to resist. Then there was pain. Burning, 
intense pain... and... nothing.’ 


Helena said gently, ‘Dan, you’re probing into areas of the mind we know 
very little about. Dan, don’t you think you should take a more conventional 
line of research?’ 


“We need a new approach, Doctor, a new direction. I’m convinced we’re 
on the right track.’ 


“Then I have to warn you to be careful. You might be the wrong man to 
do it. Obviously, you’re very susceptible to psychic phenomena.’ 


There was a tap on the hatch and Helena went to meet Laura Adams. In 
the long tradition of the medical service, reassuring the patient’s well- 
wishers, she said, ‘Don’t worry. I’m keeping him in the medicentre over 
night. He just needs a good night’s sleep.’ 


‘Can I speak to him?’ 


‘Surely.’ Tactfully, she made herself busy with a record file and left the 
girl a clear field. If anything could get a man’s mind off plant research it 
was Laura Adams and her visit could only do good. 


Mateo watched his visitor cross the floor and smiled a welcome, ‘Sorry 
about all that. You had a scare.’ 


‘Look, Dan, I’m sure Warren is going to clamp down on your 
experiments.’ 


“Warren! The old fool doesn’t even begin to understand what I’m trying 
to do.’ 


‘He thinks it’s too dangerous to go on.’ 


‘It is—from his corner. If it succeeds, he’ll be as much use around here as 
a neolithic farmer with a pointed stick.’ 


It was proof that he was still batting, but she had come with a hard 
message and had to look away from him to deliver it. 


‘I think you should stop, too.’ 
“That’s ridiculous. . .’ 


She would not let him finish, ‘I’m sorry, Dan. I’m serious. I was there. I 
saw—felt what happened.’ 


His disappointment was obvious and she felt like a deserter. He heaved 
himself up on one elbow, ‘I banked on you. I thought you at least would 
understand.’ 


‘I’m scared, Dan.’ 


In Main Mission, Koenig was coming to a dead end. None of the Base’s 
sophisticated hardware had given him a lead. Standing behind Morrow’s 
chair he said, ‘Well? What have you got, Paul?’ 


“We’ve checked and double checked. There’s been no reoccurrence 
anywhere on Alpha. Whatever happened was a one-off, sudden and swift.’ 


Koenig turned to Kano, ‘Has the computer traced the source of the 
disturbance?’ 


‘No. It tells us everything else, but not that.’ 


It was a stalemate and Koenig shook his head, baffled. Helena Russell 
was beginning to doubt the wisdom of allowing a visitor. The patient was 
looking agitated and Laura was flushed and near to tears. Mateo raised his 
voice and thumped the coverlet. ‘I will not give up my work. Not now. Not 
for anybody.’ 


‘Not for anybody, for yourself. How can you be so pig stupid!’ 
Mateo flopped back on his pillow, ‘If you won’t help me, I’ ll do it alone.’ 


She leaned over him, saw the absolute determination in his eyes and was 
away out of the medicentre at a run. 


Helena Russell crossed to the bed, took a hypogun from her belt and held 
it up to check the charge, ‘Time for your nightcap.’ 


‘We could all do with a night’s sleep around . . .’ He broke off, staring 
over her shoulder across the room. There was a figure dimly outlined. A 
man, familiar and yet not familiar. As he stared at it, it was gone, leaving 
him uncertain whether he had seen it or not. 


Mouth open, he was about to speak and then decided against it. The right 
moment passed. Helena made a neat, efficient job of the injection. She said, 
‘Goodnight,’ but there was no reply. He was staring fixedly at a blank 
bulkhead. She waited until his eyelids slowly closed and moved away to her 
desk to make a log entry of time and dosage, dimming the overhead lights 
from her console. 


A faint rustling stirred in the quiet ward. She looked across at the patient 
unsure whether she had heard anything or not, but vaguely troubled by the 
sound. As she picked up her stylus, there was a definite creak of footsteps. 
This time she was sure and stood up, fighting a sense of unreasonable 
dread. A slight movement of air touched her face and riffled through her 
hair, so that instinctively she put her hand to it. 


Simple fear had her backing slowly away from the desk. There was a 
sighing, whispering noise coming from where Mateo was lying asleep. 


Dry throated she queried, ‘Dan?’ and forced herself to go forward 
towards his bed. But her way was blocked. The figure of a man dressed as 
an Alphan executive and in shape and build like Mateo himself had 
appeared in front of her. 

Startled, she stopped dead, fighting for control, steadying her voice to 
ask, ‘Is that you, Dan?’ 

The figure came nearer, still making an inhuman, sighing, whispering 
sound, turning its face so that her desk lamp shone on it. 

What she could see sent a surge of terror through her. One side of the 
face from the hair line to the jaw was furrowed by livid scar tissue. The 
mouth was distorted by it, pulled and fixed in a maniacal grin. It was the 


source and origin of the obscene whispering. It was more than her data 
acquisition network could take and her own scream sounded in her ears as 
an extra impersonal element in the macabre scene. 


Then it had stopped its forward move and was retreating the way it had 
come, finally disappearing in the shadows around Mateo’s bed. 


For a count of five, she was unable to move, held rigid by the horror of it, 
then she saw the glow from the communications post and she ran for it 
fumbling for the call button for Main Mission, screaming ‘John!’ as 
Koenig’s face materialised on the screen. 


With the main lights up and Koenig beside her, Helena Russell tried to tell 
herself that she had imagined it, but there was no concealing that she was 
still shocked and shaken. 


A security guard reported to Koenig, ‘We turned the place over, 
Commander. There’s no one here.’ 


‘All right. Stand down.’ 


The security detail filed out. Mathias came in from the connecting sick 
bay. ‘I’ve checked every patient, Doctor. It was none of them.’ 


Helena said, ‘Thanks, Bob.’ 


Mathias went out. Koenig put an arm round her shoulders for human 
solidarity and said gently, ‘Helena, only two people were in here. You and 
Mateo and he was in a drugged sleep. You’re sure about what you saw?’ 


‘I’m not sure about anything anymore. All I know is how I felt. John, you 
know Mateo told me what he remembered during his experiment . . . Well, 
certain things he said, things he felt—intense cold, feeling of dread. John, 
that’s precisely what I experienced before I saw, or thought I saw that man.’ 


Koenig turned her towards him, her eyes were wide, almost all pupil, but 
earnest and honest. Whatever it was, it had seemed true to her. ‘What are 
you saying? That this was some kind of psychic experience?’ 


‘All I know is what I saw and felt, nothing more.’ 


The communications post bleeped and broke into the unspoken contact 
between them. Kano’s face appeared on the screen. Koenig said, ‘Did you 


check it out?’ 
“Yes, Commander.’ 


Behind Kano, they could see Main Mission staff looking up at the screen. 
Kano went on, ‘Yes, Computer logged a definite temperature drop in the 
medicentre. Identical with the first recording, but still no clue to a reason.’ 


Bergman moved over and replaced Kano on the scanner, ‘Something 
else, John. The scan equipment picked up a strong wave pattern in the 
medical area. And hear this . . . the very same wave pattern that our friend 
Mateo uses. Very strong.’ 


“Thank you, Victor.’ 


Koenig looked at Helena. One thing was for sure in his book. She was 
too precious to be at risk. He selected the calling button for the Hydroponic 
Section and jabbed it home. The man he wanted was there. Warren’s face 
appeared on the screen. 


Koenig said, ‘Doctor Warren, I am putting a temporary stop to Doctor 
Mateo’s work.’ 


There was no doubt about Warren’s reaction. It was what he had wanted 
to hear. Behind him, Laura Adams and other Alphans working in the 
section looked up to hear the transmission. 


Warren said, ‘A wise decision, Commander,’ and smiled round at his 
team as though vindicated. 


Koenig switched himself off. Maybe it was, maybe it was not. He liked 
hard evidence and right now there was a shortage. 


Warren himself wasted no time, he walked purposefully past Laura for 
the Unit Lab and Mateo’s work desk. He was already dismantling the 
apparatus on the work top with nervy almost vindictive movements when 
Laura stalked in behind him. Balling Mateo out herself was one thing. 
Having Warren swing a chopper at him was another. 


“What are you doing?’ 


‘This work is now finished. There are more important things for Doctor 
Mateo, for all of you to do around here.’ 


To make the point, he pitched some of the small gear into a disposal bin. 
It was the last straw for Laura. A slim fury, she shoved herself between him 
and the desk. ‘Leave it. I’ll do it.’ 


There was a moment of indecision, but he was no fighter and she knew 
she had won. She said again, ‘Leave it. Don’t worry—I said I’ ll do it.’ 


Warren shrugged, turned on his heel and walked off, leaving her in 
possession. It was a hollow victory. She didn’t like the chore either. But she 
went to work, sorting it out for orderly disposal. 


In Main Mission, Koenig went to the computer console, ‘Kano, I want a 
round the clock watch on temperature levels. Any sign of a drop, inform me 
immediately.’ 


Alan Carter looked up from the Eagle Command desk, ‘What are we 
looking for, Commander?’ 


“That’s the problem, Alan. I only wish I knew.’ 


Helena Russell was satisfied on the main count that Mateo was fit to 
leave the medicentre and signed him off. For herself, she could only believe 
that her late night experience had been some kind of hallucination. But the 
memory of it was still fresh and disturbing. 


Mateo finished dressing and was in an angry mood. Clearly he was out 
for a confrontation with Warren. He said, ‘I’m not going to let them do 
this.’ 

‘It’s only for the time being, Dan, until we know more about it.’ 


Mateo was sceptical, ‘I’ve heard that one before. Look, Doctor, we’re out 
on a limb here in space. We live on borrowed time. If any one of our 
essential support systems fails maybe we can work round it, but if the food 
chain goes, that’s it. Finish. My work is vital because I know it can increase 
the margin for survival.’ 


‘Don’t pick on Warren. It was a command decision, Dan.’ 
‘Oh yes. With a big push from Warren. I’m not stupid. Well, we’ll see.’ 


He was off for the hatch putting forward a hand for the release button. 
Before his finger reached the stud, the panel began to slide away and he 
stopped uncertainly. The corridor was empty. 


Still sensitive to atmosphere, Helena said, ‘Something wrong?’ 
‘No. No, it’s all right.’ 


Mateo stalked out. Two Alphans deep in conversation walked past him. 
He slowed. He had an uncanny feeling that he was being followed. Maybe 
they were not sure of him and he had a tail? He stopped and looked back. 
Only the withdrawing Alphans were in the corridor. 


He walked on. This time he could hear the definite soft thuds of footsteps 
following him. Beads of sweat broke out on his temples. To save time in 
reaching the isolated Hydroponic Section he decided to use a travel tube 
and paused at the first travel tube hatch. The footsteps behind him stopped. 
As he tentatively reached out for the opening stud, he saw it sink into its 
socket and the hatch sliced open. He stared into the empty travel tube, then 
shrugged and walked over the threshold. The hatch reacting to auto control 
began to close, checked itself half way as though to allow access to a 
second passenger and then closed with a definitive click. 


The tube disengaged and accelerated away. Mateo looked uneasily at the 
facing seat. A shadow had moved on it. As he looked it moved again, 
restlessly shifting around the tube, approaching him and then disappearing 
as it fell across himself. There was a presence in there with him. As the tube 
stopped Mateo stood up, breathing deeply in a bid to clamp down on the 
panic that was invading his mind. Squaring his shoulders he forced himself 
to walk along the corridor to the familiar entrance of the Hydroponic 
Section. 


He went right in, past technicians who looked curiously at his set face 
and then exchanged uneasy glances. In Hydroponic Unit 2, Laura Adams 
left her work desk and hurried to meet him. He ignored her, going straight 
on without a word to his own area of the Unit Lab, 


Ho was brought up short by the blank surface of his work bench. Beside 
it, the disposal bin still held the items that Warren had junked. 


Face contorted with anger he whipped round and found Laura half a pace 
away. She said, ‘Dan.’ It was an appeal, but he was deaf to it. Bundling her 
aside, he was away again and she followed, calling again, this time with 
sudden concern, knowing what he meant to do. ‘Dan!’ 


But he was going for Warren’s executive island. He shouted, ‘Warren!’ 


Warren was Off his seat, backing away, a frightened man. 


Mateo bore down on him, grabbed him by the slack of his tunic, raised a 
fist for a smashing blow and then seemed to gain control and stop himself. 
Glaring into Warren’s terrified face, he held still, it would solve nothing. 
There was another distraction. He stared at his own hand, clamped on 
Warren’s tunic it was his own and not his own. No human being would 
willingly stake a claim to it. Scarred, burned, a property for a horror movie, 
it was more like a shrivelled claw than a human hand. 


He shoved Warren aside and Warren skipped clear, glad to be off the 
hook but grey to his hair. There was time for him to take a grip on himself. 
Mateo was on a closed circuit, staring at his own hand. It was normal, sleek 
and smooth as its twin. 


Warren grated out, ‘Get out of here, Mateo. You’re through. I don’t want 
you in my department.’ 


It broke Mateo’s concentration, but it was unwise. The face that Mateo 
turned to him, had murder in it and the voice was deadly eamest, ‘I’Il kill 
you if you say another word.’ 


Warren backed off. Mateo spun on his heel and went out, past Laura and 
the technicians who had gathered around. Warren appealed to them, ‘You 
saw that... you were all witnesses.’ 


They ignored him, walking off to their duties. With an effort, he 
straightened up and went to his desk. 


Outside, Mateo, breathing hard, was leaning against the corridor wall. 
Alphans walking past looked at him curiously. No one stopped. Outwardly, 
he recovered his control. Only his eyes had a staring, haunted look. He 
stood in the corridor watching the hatch of the Hydroponic Unit. 


At his desk, Warren was trying to give the impression that he was 
unconcemed. A rustling noise behind him had him swivelling round. There 
was nothing. He went back to work. It came again. He pushed back his 
chair and stood up. Close by, the leaves of a large plant with spreading 
foliage were in a tremble. 


At the same time, Kano had a reading from his monitor and called 
Koenig, ‘Commander. Temperature drop registering.’ 


‘Source?’ 

Kano went for a computer print out. ‘Source—No identification. Area— 
Hydroponic Unit.’ 

Koenig called Carter, ‘Alan!’ They were on their way at a run. 


Warren, a puzzled man, cautiously parted the leaves of the plant. Except 
for the constant shiver of the leaves there was nothing to see. Deeper in the 
foliage there was a hissing noise and a darkening as if a shadow rested 
there. The hissing had become a whisper and Warren jerked out ‘Who is it?’ 


The shadow was separating from its leafy anchorage. The whisper was 
louder, making sense to his ears. It was using his name. ‘Warren...’ It had 
more substance, it was male, in Alphan dress, something to be spoken to. 


Warren began, ‘Who are... .” and stopped, mind swamped by a rising tide 
of fear. He could see a face, twisted and distorted by scar tissue, the 
ultimate nightmare visitor making a waking entrance. The lips were writhed 
away in a fixed deathly grimace, the hand that was stretching out toward 
him was a mutilated talon. 


Warren tried to scream but no sound came. Not ten metres off, Laura 
Adams and the rest were still at work unaware of his mortal confrontation. 
When his rigid throat relaxed and his cry of terror sounded out it was 
amplified by the sudden clatter of Red Alert klaxons. 


Before his nearest neighbours could reach him, Helena Russell was 
reading a print out from the medicentre monitors BOTANIST JAMES 
WARREN. LIFE FUNCTIONS TERMINATED. 


Laura Adams and a cluster of lab techs were in a silent group round 
Warren’s plant which was blasted on its stem, shrivelled as though by a 
lightning strike. Koenig pushed through to the front. 


Warren was dead. His face was set in a mask of lifeless terror. He 
sprawled at a crazy angle that told of a broken back. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


Dan Mateo was a worried man. He was trying to think it through and 
Koenig’s hard line investigation was confusing him. He said, ‘Commander, 
I wasn’t even in here when he died.’ It was true but it sounded as if he was 
trying to convince himself. 


Koenig’s eyes never left Mateo’s face. He was waiting for more. What 
more there could be, he could not guess, but he had a conviction that the 
whole sequence began and ended with Mateo in some way or other. 


Mateo went on defensively, ‘It’s true I couldn’t stand the man .. . but kill 
him? You know me better than that.’ 


‘All right, no one is accusing you, Mateo. But you did quarrel with him 
—and minutes later he was dead.’ 


Koenig turned away. Personnel in Hydroponic Unit Two were trying to 
come to terms with the event. Laura Adams was watching Mateo. She 
thought she had known him as well as one human being could know 
another. Now the foundation of her trust in him was being kicked away. In 
some sense he seemed a stranger. 


Koenig picked up a stylus and tapped a desk top. Three times we’ve 
experienced these temperature drops and each time what happens? One. 
You suffer some kind of mental attack. Two. Doctor Russell is terrorised by 
an Alphan who can’t be traced, doesn’t seem to exist. Three. Doctor Warren 
is killed.’ 


Mateo said obstinately, ‘I don’t see the connection, Commander.’ 
‘Dammit, man, nothing like this happened before your experiment.’ 


Victor Bergman had been examining the withered plant and came 
forward. He spoke quietly to Mateo. ‘Dan, did you know we’ve recorded 
the presence here of the very same wave pattern you were using in your 
experiment?’ 

Mateo looked startled. He said quickly, ‘That’s impossible, Professor. 
Your equipment can’t pick up that wave pattern. I’m dealing in micro units. 


It’s so slight it hardly exists. We’re talking about currents that rise in the 
human brain.’ 


Koenig said, ‘You’re wrong, Mateo. The computer has it logged. There’s 
a reading for each time the temperature dropped. That includes here when 
Warren died. You can check the record for yourself.’ 


Mateo looked from one to the other. He had to accept it as a truth and 
clearly it disturbed him. 


Bergman said, ‘This wave pattern is common to living organisms. That 
would explain why computer couldn’t come up with a pin-point trace.’ 


Koenig was looking interested and Bergman went on, ‘How do you 
measure psychic energy? That’s what we’re picking up, a rare and 
magnified source of psychic energy. It’s present here on Alpha.’ 

It was difficult to see what it meant to Mateo, whether it was something 
he had expected or not. Certainly he was uneasy. He said shortly, ‘Do you 
want me any longer here, Commander?’ 

‘Not at this time.’ 

He stalked off without a look at Laura Adams who was waiting patiently 
for a piece of the dialogue. 

Koenig had seen the plant but it contributed nothing. He decided to look 
again at the mortal remains. Maybe Helena had found some new data in the 
autopsy. 

Bob Mathias and an orderly were drawing a sheet over the body. As 
Koenig came through the hatch of the medicentre, Helena herself was 
shrugging out of a surgical smock. 


She was glad to see him. She said, ‘I’ve never seen anything like it 
before.’ 


‘What was the cause of death?’ 


“You could call it fear. Fear generated to an unimaginable pitch . . . so 
intense that it shattered the spinal column.’ 


“You’re positive no person could have done this? Could it have been a 
physical blow of some kind?’ 


‘Not to cause this. It was built up from inside. Nothing I know of could 
have caused this.’ 


Koenig looked at her. She had already been at risk. He had to find the 
answer. In their long journey they met hazards enough from hostile space. 
Their whole way of life was a struggle to survive. This time unless he could 
sort it out, morale would crumble. They could fight an enemy they knew, 
but how could they fight an enemy without tangible shape or form? 


He crossed to the communications post and hit a button. Paul Morrow 
appeared on the screen. 


‘Commander?’ 


‘Paul. Command Conference.’ 


Koenig made a slow, deliberate job of it, as though thinking aloud. He 
outlined the slender evidence they had and drew it together for a conclusion 
that seemed inescapable to him. 


Each was taking it in his own way. Kano was serious, nodding with each 
stage of the argument; Sandra Benes was clearly very tense; Bergman was 
withdrawn, apparently following the theories in his own head; Helena was 
pale, intent, watching Koenig’s face. Alan Carter, who preferred to meet his 
problems in the command slot of a space craft, shifted about, 
uncomfortable, and was first to break the silence when Koenig stopped. 


‘Commander. Are you asking us to believe that Alpha is being terrorised 
by some psychic being—an old-time spook?’ 

‘Call it what you like, Alan. Any name or none. What it adds up to is a 
destructive force which has killed once and may do so again.’ 


Paul Morrow put his finger on the problem that bugged them all, 
‘Commander, most of us here are scientists, rational human beings, trained 
to look for physical cause and effect. What happened to Warren was a fact. 
Okay, an effect. Can we really accept that the cause was supernatural?’ 


It was a line of argument that would appeal to Bergman more than 
anybody, but even he put in a reservation, ‘Paul, as you know, the human 
animal makes effective use of less than eighteen per cent of its actual brain 


potential. In the unconscious, a man is a stranger in his own head. What 
happens in that other eighty-two per cent is anybody’s guess.’ 


Kano seized on that, ‘So you reject the idea that these events have a 
supernatural origin?’ 


“Supernatural, yes. Paranormal, no.’ 


There was a pause as they considered the implications. Helena Russell 
said slowly, ‘We know that Dan Mateo was copying a wave pattern which 
originates in the most primitive, inaccessible areas of the human brain. That 
pattern is created by electrical activity inside the brain. We know that 
people who are said to have psychic powers are found to possess this 
pattern in greater strength. Now I believe that something happened in 
Mateo’s experiment which boosted that pattern to a previously unknown 
degree...’ 


A practical girl, Sandra Benes cut in impatiently, ‘Does it matter what it 
is or where it came from? The important tiling is that it is here among us. 
How do we control it?’ 


Something of the same query was troubling Laura Adams as she moved 
into Hydroponic Unit Two for a duty stint. What had always seemed a 
pleasant and congenial work place was now ominous and scary. There was 
a light shining from the Unit lab and she went towards it partly to check it 
out and partly because she wanted company. 


Through the glass screen, she could see Mateo, working feverishly like a 
man on a race against the clock. He was reassembling the gear for his 
experiment and his stubborn determination to go on with it made her 
suddenly angry. 


She whipped round to the sliding hatch and went in. He looked up, 
reading her face before she spoke and treating her to a hard glare before he 
went back to work. 


Voice tight, she said, “You’re. .. deliberately .. . disobeying . . . orders.’ 
‘I know what I’m doing.’ 


‘Pll tell you what you’re doing. You’re destroying everything you’ve 
worked for.’ 


“You don’t understand.’ 


She was close to tears. ‘Warren was right. This work is dangerous. 
You’ve got to stop it right now!’ 


He reacted to her tone and some of the hardness went out of his face. He 
stopped work, left the table and put his hands on her shoulders. 


‘Listen to me carefully, Laura. It’s possible something did happen in 
here. If Bergman did record that wave pattern then we’re on the brink of 
some tremendous breakthrough. How it happened I don’t know .. . but 
don’t you see I must pursue it?’ 


She was searching his face trying to convince herself that nothing had 
changed in him. She said hesitantly, ‘Dan, I’m frightened .. . for you. . . for 
all of us.’ 


‘I have to go on. I must try to recreate what happened—to locate and 
identify this force if it exists. Don’t you see that?’ 

‘No!’ 

His grip tightened on her shoulders as he tried to force her to agree, “But 
it’s the only way we can understand what’s happening here.’ 

She pulled free, backing away from him and shaking her head. 

“You leave me no choice. I’Il have to tell Commander Koenig.’ 

Mateo’s face darkened. He said seriously, ‘Don’t, Laura. Don’t do that.’ 

‘Dan, there are other people on this base and they have a right to know 
what you’re up to here.’ 


She had not moved far enough before she spoke and one quick spring had 
him close enough to grab her again and she winced with pain as he shouted, 
‘I’m asking you, Laura. Please don’t do it.’ 


She twisted free and ran for the open hatch, but he was there before her, 
blocking the way out and seizing her round the waist. 


Using an old technique she hacked at his shins, but he was outside the 
reach of normal reflexes and hurled her back into the room. She tripped, hit 
the edge of his table and she fell on it scattering some of the equipment to 
the floor. It was in fact, the one thing that could sidetrack him. With a cry, 
he was on his knees gathering it together and the way out was open. 


At the hatch she stopped. He had forgotten her. Working feverishly he 
was reassembling the device. She said, ‘You’re not responsible for your 
actions any more.’ 


Without looking up, he said, ‘Get out! Get out of here.’ 


She turned and ran down an aisle of luxuriant plant life making for the 
exit of the section. Behind her, he was watching her go, breathing hard, eyes 
narrowed and intense. 


Blinded with tears she reached the main hatch and almost collided with a 
figure on the way in. As she looked up at the face to speak, she was 
suddenly gagged by horror. Seen plainly it was a creature of nightmare, the 
ultimate in dread made flesh. Twisted and mutilated by scar tissue, mouth in 
a grin of living death, claw hand reaching for her, hissing like an obscene 
snake. 


Her scream of mortal terror tailed off and was followed by the blare of 


Red Alert Klaxons as computer in Main Mission reacted to the monitor’s 
record of a temperature drop. 


A repeater in Koenig’s command office brought the conference to a 
grinding halt. Bob Mathias, speaking from the communications post called, 
‘Doctor, Commander. The Hydroponic Unit. Immediate!’ 


There was no doubt that Laura Adams was dead. Very young, very 
beautiful, and very dead. The waste of it choked Koenig’s mind. With 
Bergman, he watched her being loaded on a trolley by Mathias’s orderlies. 
Mateo was there, face ashen. 


Helena Russell visibly shaken, though used to death, said, “The same as 
Warren.’ 


Mateo’s harsh whisper reached them and they looked at him. 
“My fault...’ 


He went on with rising hysteria, ‘My fault. I wouldn’t listen. Now she’s 
dead. And I did it. Do you hear that!’ 


Koenig went up to him, ‘What the hell are you talking about, Mateo?’ 


‘This thing on Alpha. It is my fault. I raised it. It’s here now, in this place. 
Waiting to kill again. To kill us all.’ 


He buried his face in his hands. Koenig looked at Helena, ‘See to him, 
Helena. Try to find out what he’s talking about.’ Helena nodded and called 
an orderly to lead Mateo to the medicentre. 


When she had him sedated and his panic held in check, she sat beside his 
bed. There was no doubt that he was still a frightened man, but he was 
coherent and she tried to get him to speak out and externalise his problem. 


His voice was barely audible and she had to lean forward to catch what 
he said. 


‘Ever since the experiment I’ve known. I’ve sensed the presence of this 
thing. I tried to convince myself I was mistaken . . . that I had imagined it. 
But it’s no good. It’s with me, everywhere I go, watching, waiting for 
something. You know I threatened to kill Warren?’ 


“We don’t hold you responsible for Warren’s death.’ 


‘But he died only minutes after I threatened him. There’s psychokinesis 
—mind acting at a distance. Now Laura. Did you know I was trying to 
recreate the experiment? She was going to tell the Commander.’ 


His voice gained strength, ‘I tried to stop her . . . she wouldn’t listen.’ He 
paused and went on in a whisper as though he could not bear to put it in 
words, ‘A few minutes later, she was dead.’ 


There was no more. He turned his head away. The sedative was taking 
firmer hold. 


She waited until she was sure he was asleep and went thoughtfully to find 
Koenig in the Command office. 


Bergman was with him and she told them both, ‘There’s no doubt in my 
mind. This force has some bizarre connection with Mateo. If he’s right, it 
feeds on destructive urges in his own mind and somehow carries them out 
in real terms.’ 


Koenig said, ‘You’re convinced?’ 


‘I saw this being. Yes I do believe it. So does Mateo. He wants to recreate 
the experiment to bring it out somehow into the open.’ 


It was a long shot and more than Koenig wanted to try. He turned away 
and looked out of a direct vision port at the familiar moonscape. God, as if 
they didn’t have enough to contend with. 


He said shortly, ‘It could be dangerous.’ 
Unexpectedly, Mateo had an ally. Bergman said quietly, ‘Let him.’ 


Koenig turned round, incredulous. Bergman repeated it, ‘Let him, John. 
Let him recreate the experiment.’ 


“Victor, my one concern is the safety of our people on Alpha.’ 


‘How can we fight this thing if we don’t know what it is? I say let him. . 
. this time giving all the help we can and putting in our own safety 
controls.’ 


Koenig looked at Helena Russell. Medical monitoring would be her 
pigeon. Clearly she did not like it, but the logic was inescapable. There was 
a chance. He read acceptance in her face. 


‘All right, Victor, set it up.’ 


When they finally assembled in the Unit lab of Hydroponic Unit Two, it 
was an extended circle. If Mateo wanted high power intelligence on his net, 
he had it in good measure. Koenig, Helena, Bergman, Kano, Morrow, 
Carter and Sandra Benes were grouped round his table each holding an 
electrode tipped lead that ran to his reconstructed console. Small leafy 
plants in pots completed the company. 


Outside lighting was low key. They could have been in a clearing in a 
forest with a pagan ritual of blood on the manifest. Following Mateo’s 
example each one fixed the adhesive electrode to a wrist. 


Mateo himself was forcing himself to play it cool, but there was no 
disguising the strain in his voice as he said, ‘I have told you what to do. 
Please follow my instructions and do not break the circle.’ 


Mateo was between Carter and Sandra and held out his hands. They took 
hold and the others joined up until the circle was complete. There was 
silence. Carter and Morrow exchanged glances. For their money it was 
strictly for the birds. 


Mateo’s breathing began to change. Eye movements were going out of 
control. He was trembling. The small plants were quivering. Koenig looked 


at the panel of the console. The red pointer was in a spasm. 


Mateo moaned. He was shaking. Carter gave his hand a tug and got a 
silent negative from Koenig. 


The stems and leaves of the plants were trembling more violently, an 
aureole of light was building round the console. Mateo was moaning 
constantly. A slight wind was stirring in the room enough to shift a swathe 
of blonde hair on Helena’s forehead. 


She looked up, away out of the circle, past Sandra’s frightened face to the 
shadows outside the ring of light. Her fearful whisper had them all turning 
to look. 


‘John!’ 
A shape was materialising out of the gloom on the perimeter. 


Mateo was in pain, twisting and turning and crying out as though 
something was being wrenched out of his living being. 


The wind became stronger. The plants were in a self-destructive frenzy. 
Metering dials on the console were in a crazy spin. The shape was 
becoming clearer, it was moving forward into the circle. The plants passed 
the edge of tolerance, withered to the root and fell as their tissue collapsed. 


Now the figure was close, out in the open, clear to see. It was Helena’s 
nightmare attacker, but now she could see it plain. There was the scarred 
and mutilated face and the dangling claw hand, but now the other side was 
in vision and in the conjunction it compounded horror with horror. 


It was smooth and unmarked like a death mask. And it was Mateo. It was 
a spirit Mateo, a zombie Mateo. 


All were making the same judgement, looking from the moaning, 
squirming Mateo by the table to the lurching monster that was his spirit 
doppelganger and met their stares with the eyes of the living dead. 


The silence in the small lighted island was broken by a long moan from 
Mateo. His spirit self came nearer and Sandra Benes was almost at breaking 
point. Desperately she looked across the circle to Koenig and he tried to 
mime to her to hold on. 


The figure circled the group, came to Helena Russell, paused and 
extended its shrivelled hand towards her hair. 


Koenig felt her terror and broke the silence. ‘What do you want from 
us?’ 

The hand fell heavily to the side and the figure lurched on until it was 
positioned behind Mateo. 


Mateo himself had gone rigid. He was staring fixedly straight ahead and 
his face was a mask of sweat. His grip on Carter and Sandra increased. 


Victor Bergman asked quietly, ‘Can you communicate with us?’ 


The twisted mouth opened and a chilling voice that seemed to have no 
precise location said, “Yes...” 


Koenig asked, ‘Are you Dan Mateo?’ 
‘I was once who you Say.’ 


Any disbelief was long gone. Carter and Morrow who had gone along 
with the experiment expecting a nil return were as near to simple panic as 
their neighbours. 


Bergman spoke, trying to keep his voice calm and factual, ‘Dan Mateo is 
one of us. He lives. But you—you have no existence here.’ 


The dead eyes focused on the speaker, ‘You took my existence from me.’ 


To make the point, the figure lifted its shrivelled arm and held it out in 
mute testimony. 


‘See your legacy.’ 
The arm lifted awkwardly and the claw hand touched the scarred cheek, 
“Witness the result of your actions.’ 


The meaning was unclear but the action carried a certain pathos although 
grotesque. They were being saddled with guilt in some obscure way. 


Koenig argued, ‘Your presence here is an accident.’ 


‘No accident! I have returned, that is all. My being cries out for 
vengeance. Vengeance for the collective act which destroyed my existence.’ 


It made no sense but Koenig tried another tack. He said strongly, ‘Go 
back! You have no existence here,’ 


The figure recoiled a step. The others picked up the cue. Bergman said, 
‘Go back.’ 


They were all shouting. Helena repeated, ‘Go back.’ Carter said, ‘Leave 
us.’ Sandra was. almost screaming, ‘Go. Go away. Go.’ 


The dead eyes looked bitterly from one to the other, taking in this 
communal rejection. 


Mateo himself seemed to have passed the crisis of his trance. He too was 
looking round the group and for a moment could not understand what was 
going on. It seemed to him that the yelling was directed at him. Then he 
became aware that their eyes were focused at a point behind him and 
realisation dawned. 


Still holding his partners, he twisted round to look and was staring point 
blank into the obscene death mask of his spirit self. Terror and confusion 
registered on his own face, his agonised scream cut through the babel of 
voices and he was out cold, breaking the circle of hands as he fell. 


The spirit figure was gone, winking out like a candle flame under a 
snuffer. The Alphans fell silent, breathing heavily and looking round at each 
other. Sandra Benes buried her face in her hands and began to sob. Morrow 
knelt beside her, holding her, trying to persuade her that the danger was 
gone. 


Later, in the Command Office, Bergman tried to make a rational case of 
it. 

“Whether we believe in the occult or not, there is a tradition in our culture 
of ghosts, spirits, if you like, some force which continues to exist after 
death, coming back for revenge, justice or whatever. But this . . . creature 
that Mateo has summoned up, it’s come back to demand atonement for 
some terrible death . . . its own death, which has not yet happened!’ 


Helena Russell asked, ‘Does this mean that Mateo is somehow marked 
out for death—that this spirit manifestation is somehow warning him of his 
own destruction?’ 


Koenig said, ‘It draws its existence from him and seems to confine itself 
to carrying out his aggressive urges as though he could give life and action 


to his id. The present danger is restricted to just that. But what if it gets 
stronger, takes its own line, starts acting independently against us?’ 


Bergman hated to admit that any problem could have no solution. He 
played for time, ‘Aren’t we getting ahead of ourselves? The problem now is 
to keep him quiet, sedated, until we come up with some way to deal with 
it.’ 


There was one flaw in that and Koenig put his finger on it, ‘Sedation 
won’t stop his unconscious from functioning. Helena’s experience occurred 
when he was already under sedation. How do we deal with it, Victor? 
How?’ 

‘If it’s a traditional situation there is a traditional way of dealing with 
demons and spirits.’ 


It was hardly scientific and Koenig was sarcastic, ‘Bell, book and candle? 
Do you mean exorcism?’ 


It was too much for Helena, she said, ‘I’m on call. I’ll go and take a look 
at Mateo.’ 


When she had gone, Bergman went on, ‘Seriously, John. That is one way 
with the use of occult symbols like the pentagon. But that’s not what I have 
in mind. I mean we should extend those techniques. After all, this being 
uses a certain power and has energy. We know where this energy originates. 
It has a structure. What we have to do is to determine what that structure is 
and then maybe, just maybe we can find ways to deal with it.’ 


‘Work on it, Victor.’ 

‘Right away.’ 

Koenig remained at his desk. Nothing stayed simple for long. On this 
reckoning even death was uncertain. He spent a good hour on routine 
admin. But keeping his mind on it was a problem. The thought of Helena in 


the medicentre with Mateo was constantly there. He shoved back his chair. 
He would have to go and look for himself. 


She was working at her console, her blonde hair hiding her face. As he 
came in she looked up, glad to see him. He could not imagine that any spirit 
form of hers could be anything but beautiful or for that matter anything but 
welcome. 


‘How is he?’ 
‘See for yourself.’ 


She went across to an intensive care cubicle and slid aside the hatch. 
Mateo was lying on the bed, eyes open, staring dully straight ahead. As they 
watched, a single tear welled from his eye and coursed slowly down his 
cheek. 


‘He’s in shock. Close to total breakdown.’ 


She slid back the panel and went on, ‘He’s under heavy sedation. But 
what happens when it wears off, when full awareness returns .. .’ 


The statement tailed off. There was no completing it. Koenig said, 
“Victor’s working on it. I can only hope he’ll come up with something. 
Look after yourself.’ 


Bergman was the next obvious port of call and he found him already 
deeply involved. He had a monitor screen set up and was prepared for a 
demonstration. Flipping switches on a control panel Bergman sent a line of 
energy pulses across the screen. 


“There you have it, John. This is the wave pattern we picked up when the 
spirit force was active.’ 


He shoved a cassette in a slot and said, ‘Now watch.’ 


Separated from the first bright line a new trace glowed on the screen. 
“That’s the same energy source. All I’ve done is to reverse the polarities. 
Look what happens when they make contact.’ 


He operated controls and the top line began to slide down the screen, 
approaching the bottom line of energy. There was a split second when they 
were both clear and distinct and then the screen whited out, both were 
obliterated, cancelled. 


It made its own point. There was nothing to be said. Bergman switched 
off. He was first to break a long silence, ‘It’s worth a try. But you realise 
we’ll need Helena’s co-operation. He’s her patient.’ 


Koenig took it on himself to clear the lines with his top medico. He was 
asking her to act against all the principles of doctor-patient trust and was 


not surprised at her first, shocked reaction. 


‘Mezadrine! John, that triggers all the most violent, aggressive 
responses.’ 


He said, carefully, ‘I realise that, but that’s just why it’s the only way 
forward. We have to do it. If we can summon this creature at a time and 
place of our own choosing, we might just be able to contain it.’ 


They looked at each other and she shrugged helplessly, ‘It should work 
out—but it might tip Mateo over the edge. It could destroy him.’ 


“That must be my responsibility.’ 


She nodded grimly. It was minimum agreement. He went to work before 
she could change her mind, punching a button on the communications post 
and called the Main Mission controller, ‘Paul. Withdraw all personnel from 
Alpha section five and withdraw access for everyone, repeat everyone 
except Doctor Russell, Professor Bergman, Doctor Mathias and myself.’ 


Bergman was ready in his lab and they walked together to the medicentre 
past a stream of Alphans evacuating the area. Red alerts flashed from 
communications posts. Bergman had concentrated his equipment in a small 
case which he carried himself. 


In the medicentre they were met by Helena and Mathias. Bergman said, 
‘We’ ll need Mateo out of there, Helena.’ 


She said, ‘All right. Bob...’ 


Mathias went into the intensive care unit and Bergman opened his box. 
He took out four small, identical beacon units and pulled out antennae 
extensions from their tops. 


Mathias wheeled out Mateo in a reclining chair and Bergman indicated 
the centre of a clear space. When Mateo was set, looking fixedly ahead of 
him with dull, staring eyes, Bergman paced around and set out his beacons 
in a square with Mateo at the diagonal cross. 


The last piece of equipment was a small control console and Bergman 
slotted in his prepared cassette. 


He said quietly, ‘I’m ready.’ 


Helena looked at Koenig for the signal. 


‘Go ahead.’ 


She went to her desk, picked up a hypo gun, checked the contents and 
approached the chair. ‘Bob, the straps.’ 


Mathias buckled restraining bands round Mateo’s waist and arms. 
Mateo made no move. 

Helena applied the hypo gun to his left arm and shot in the charge. 
Koenig snapped, ‘Get back.’ 


Helena and Mathias joined him outside the square where he stood with 
Bergman. 

Victor Bergman shoved down a stud and a slight crackle, like static was 
heard. He pointed to his square. ‘The area between those four beacons is 
lethal. Whatever happens stay outside.’ 

He switched off and the crackle died away. In the centre of the square, 
Mateo was responding to the powerful stimulant. The glazed look had gone 
from his eyes. He had become aware of his surroundings. Looking down he 
saw the restraining straps and his voice was clear and harsh, ‘What is this?’ 

It was a good question but nobody answered. He looked at them, Koenig 
and then Helena, ‘Let me go, Commander—Doctor—do you hear?’ 

Helena’s face was all compassion and she looked appealingly at Koenig, 
but his face was set and stony. 

When he responded it was only to ask a technical question, ‘Will those 
straps hold?’ 


‘Yes, but...’ 

“We have no other choice.’ 

Mateo was straining against his bonds, shouting now, ‘Do you hear—let 
me go!’ 

He screamed with frustration, writhing and twisting to break free, glaring 
like a madman at the watching Alphans. ‘You will pay for this, all of you!’ 


Rightly, he picked on Koenig as the prime mover against him and glared 
redly at him, ‘Let me out!’ 


A slight wind ruffled Helena’s hair and her hand went out to find Koenig. 
He touched her hand and leapt away, circling to the far side. A slight 
shimmer like a heat haze had grown round Mateo. 


Bergman said tensely, ‘It’s working.’ 


A shadow grew beside Mateo. His spirit doppelganger had come to serve 
his need. 


Mateo, twisting to keep Koenig in vision, ground out. ‘Ill kill you, 
Koenig.’ 


It was an order, a directive to his familiar and the grotesque figure picked 
it up, lurching forwards towards Koenig. As it reached the notional 
perimeter of the square, Bergman hit a switch and energy crackled between 
the beacons. 


It tried to break through but the field was too strong. It recoiled and then 
hurled itself forward again. This time it was longer in the field before it was 
beaten back. 


Mateo was staring at his struggling alter ego, face terrified, madness 
growing. His continuing scream seemed to urge the monster on and at the 
third rush it was almost through, holding on in a welter of crackling energy 
which ought to have destroyed it. 


Bergman called out, ‘John! It’s not holding.’ 


Insane strength came to Mateo. The straps were fraying, started to burst. 
The spirit form rushed the force field boundary again, stood its ground, 
seemed to be gaining strength as it absorbed energy. 


The four Alphans were backing away. Eyes on the figure, they did not 
see Mateo make a final heave and break free from his bonds. 


In three frenzied strides, Mateo was in the field, grabbing for his 
zombie’s throat and bathed as it was itself in a blinding sheet of crackling 
energy. 


Buffeted by the electric storm the two figures, locked together, wheeled 
and swayed. The watchers, held rigid, saw Mateo’s contorted face begin to 
take on the same form as the thing he fought. Then the two were coalescing, 
merging, becoming one and in a last blinding spasm of light, before the 


field collapsed and the room went still, there seemed only to be one madly 
gyrating figure in the dance of death. 


As the moment of shock passed they saw clearly that only Mateo was 
lying there crumpled face down on the floor. 


Helena knelt beside him, turned him over. No computer print out was 
needed. Mateo was dead. One side of his face was burned and scarred to the 
bone. He had carried into death an exact replica of the spirit creature that 
his own death had exorcised. 


Head on his hands, John Koenig sat in the Command Office fighting a 
depression that refused to leave him. 


Helena Russell came in quietly and was close before he looked up. She 
could read the pain in his eyes and sat down facing him across the desk. 


“You mustn’t blame yourself, John.’ 


‘Any death on this base is personal to me. But Mateo. . . I feel his just 
that little bit more.’ 


“The spirit we saw was burned in precisely the same way as Mateo. It 
was inevitable he should die in that way—preordained. He was beyond our 
kind of help.’ 


Koenig stood up, rounded the desk. ‘I just can’t get it out of my mind. 
Life after death, okay, maybe it exists, maybe not. But Mateo—haunted by 
his own ghost... before he even dies ... What sense can we make of that?’ 


‘Life and death, John. On earth, or even out here in space . . . they’re still 
the big mysteries . . . the greatest mystery.’ 


He looked at her. There was, after all, another side to the coin. Death was 
a mystery they would all have to face. But separately. It was the ultimate in 
privacy. But not yet. Just now, there were considerable collaterals to living. 
Like the way her hair touched the smooth line of her cheek and the candid 
open look of her eyes. 

Rightly considered, he was as lucky as any man had any right to be. He 
leaned over the back of her chair and touched the side of her neck with his 
mouth. 


It was a tribute to medical skill too. Another cure for the archives. 
Natural optimism took a surge. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


If Koenig could have ranged out beyond the limit of Moonbase Alpha’s 
probing scanners, he might or might not have believed that optimism was a 
right and proper attitude for his computer too. The small solar system that 
was nudging into the outer limit of their scan, had many of the 
characteristics that Victor Bergman would rate as A-Okay. 


If the probe could have gone deeper and run a surface take of the planet 
Betha, it would have found an architectural style that would have had 
Gropius stirring in his vault. Ordered, seemly, melding in form, colour and 
material with the bland, pleasing surface, it was advanced Earth style, but 
carried through on a big scale with no areas where a camera could not look. 


In a control centre, topped by a sophisticated radio telescope, a young 
woman was looking up at the sky in the quarter where the hobo Moon 
would show. 


The room she was in showed a nice balance of comfort and good taste. 
Décor was predominantly in soft, warm colours, wheat, oatmeal, brown, 
rust. Even the hardware was unobtrusive, with monitor screens set in low 
consoles and bowls of fresh flowers set on top. 


Slim and elegant, in a deceptively simple looking dress, dark hair 
framing a regular, intelligent face, her name was Dione and she moved 
about her ivory tower with casual grace. Coming to rest in front of the radar 
screens, she sat elegantly on a low settee and gave them the benefit of a 
shrewd look from large kohl-rimmed eyes. 


On one screen, a scanning beam was bringing up a bright blip with each 
sweep. The other screen was blank. She pressed switches recessed in the 
arm of the settee and the radar scan changed to a starmap with a small, 
shabby asteroid ploughing a lonely furrow. 


The blank screen chimed softly like distant temple bells and a man’s face 
appeared. It wasted no time on courtly formalities and said its piece. 
‘Dione, this rogue moon which approaches us will be in a perfect position 
for a pre-emptive strike in twenty-four hours’ time.’ 


‘Good. Thank you.’ 


Although it carried all the harmonics of a very feminine woman, there 
was no doubting the authority in her voice. The face dissolved, leaving the 
monitor once more blank and Dione selected another stud on the arm of her 
settee. The size of the approaching asteroid doubled and continued to grow 
until it filled the screen. The craters and plains of Earth’s wandering Moon 
were clear to see. It was no cosmic bonus, but to Dione it was obviously as 
welcome as a gold brick. Leaning forward to savour it, she said, ‘We have 
waited a long time for this.’ 


Moonbase Alpha’s scanners finally had the picture and a full count of 
senior personnel converged on Main Mission to check it out. 


Sandra’s delicate fingers whipped around her console and the big screen 
had it clear. A distant sun glowed on the starmap like a jewel on a velvet 
pad. 


Bergman, intense and concentrating called, ‘Magnification please, 
Sandra.’ 


Pressing switches, she said, “You have it. Times one thousand.’ 


The distant sun jumped closer and now two smaller features could be 
seen. Spaced either side on a diameter line, there were two attendant 
spheres. 


Koenig said, “Two planets.’ 
Bergman, not committing himself, said, ‘Interesting.’ 


Swinging round from the computer spread, Kano filled in, ‘We’ll be in 
range for a survey in twenty-four hours.’ 


More cautious encouragement came from Sandra, ‘Still too far for visual 
analysis; but spectrographic survey looks good.’ 


Close to Koenig, Helena Russell said, Two planets. It would be great to 
have a choice.’ 


In her distant control tower, Dione was playing 3-D solitaire and looked 
up, with a piece poised for positioning, as the temple bell chime heralded 
another transmission. It was the same face, looking triumphant, ‘Latest data 


confirms. The asteroid will be in an ideal position in seven units universal 
time.’ 
‘Perfect. I want Satazius programmed for immediate launch.’ 


Coolly, she played the piece in her hand and then moved to a panoramic 
window spread. Below, the doors of a vast underground bunker were 
already rolling open. An immense space craft jacked itself up and out to the 
pad, dwarfing the support vehicles that assembled round it. 


Unhurriedly, Dione walked to an elevator shaft without a backward look 
at the room. Fifteen minutes later Satazius was lifting its huge bulk into the 
clear sky of Betha. 


On Moonbase Alpha, Sandra’s urgent call had Koenig moving to stand at 
her console, ‘Commander, I have a spaceship approaching Alpha.’ 


‘Put it on the screen.’ 

It was there, a tiny arrowing speck coming out of the sun. 

‘Magnification.’ 

All eyes were on the big screen as Sandra brought it closer in a series of 
jumps. 

Even at the distance, it looked huge and menacing. Koenig, a glutton for 
punishment, said sharply, ‘Closer.’ 


She gave it the full treatment and it filled the screen, looming over Main 
Mission like a vast angel of death. 


Koenig hardly paused. ‘Red Alert! Alan, every Eagle to launch pads. 
Paul, activate defensive screens.’ 


Moonbase Alpha reacted like a disturbed hive. Iron tongued klaxons 
blared in the sections. Red lights flashed in every communications post. 
Personnel moved to stations at a run. 

The gargantuan spacer was hurling itself at the battered Moon. 


Koenig thought bitterly that against it their defences were just so many 
paper chains. 


Moonbase Alpha slipped into high gear. Watching from the Command 
office, Koenig was satisfied that all hands were as ready as they would ever 
be. Non-essential personnel were moving underground into the prepared 
bunkers. Travel tubes raced to feed the Eagles with space-suited crews. The 
pylon screens on the perimeter of the site glowed crimson at full power. 


He saw the Eagles trundle forward to their launch pads and left his office 
for Main Mission. 


Paul Morrow met him at the foot of the steps. ‘I’ve tried all frequencies. 
Still no contact.’ 


Koenig nodded. The war machine that was hurling itself on Alpha had no 
need to announce its intentions. He turned to Carter, ‘Alan I want every 
serviceable Eagle airborne.’ 


‘The last flight’s moving to launch pads now, Commander. I’m on my 
way.’ 

As he passed, they exchanged looks. At the hatch, Carter turned round 
for another look at the big screen. The giant spacer was coming in like a 


falling cliff. 


Koenig said, ‘Keep spread out. Synchronise and go in together. As soon 
as you have range, every Eagle fires simultaneously. Against that it’s the 
only hope.’ 

Both knew how slim a chance it was. Alan Carter said, ‘Yes, 
Commander,’ and was away. 


The whole exercise was moving too fast for Victor Bergman and he 
voiced his disquiet, ‘Shoot first and ask questions after—this is not your 
style, John.’ 


“We’ve been trying to ask questions. They don’t answer. Look at the size 
of it. It either contains an army or a fire power that could blast Alpha out of 
existence at one blow. You don’t need a ship that size to send a messenger 
or an ambassador of goodwill. No, Victor, its purpose has got to be 
aggressive.’ 


‘Tf it isn’t now, it soon will be if we start target practice on it.’ 


The same idea had crossed Koenig’s mind and had been discounted. For 
once he was impatient with his scientific adviser, ‘Are you prepared to wait 


and find out? I can’t risk it.’ 
Bergman looked at him and then at the screen. There was no easy answer. 


Pilots were calling in completion of pre-flight checks and Paul Morrow 
was gathering the responses for onward transmission to Eagle Leader. 


‘Eagle Five ready for lift off.’ 
‘Eagle Five hold.’ 
‘Eagle Two ready for lift off.’ 
‘Eagle Two hold.’ 


Carter himself came up on the net. ‘Eagle One hold,’ Morrow checked 
his list, “That’s your lot, Alan. All Eagles ready to go.’ 


“Thanks, Paul,’—Carter shifted to the Eagle Command link and called all 
his pilots. ‘Eagle One to all Eagles. After lift off, centre on me above 
Beacon Four.’ 


Morrow gave the all clear, ‘Eagle One lift off.’ 

‘Copy.’ 

‘Eagle Two lift off.’ 

‘Copy.’ 

Watchers in Main Mission saw the flurries of moon dust as the motors 
delivered and then unexpectedly the turbulence subsided. Alan Carter, a 


puzzled man, was double checking his control gear. He called in to Morrow. 
‘Eagle One to base. I have no lift off.’ 


Morrow said urgently, ‘Stand by. I’m taking you on remote.’ 
‘Copy.’ 
Morrow punched keys in sequence and Eagle One’s engines ignited. 


There was a short, savage blast and then the urge was gone and the Eagle 
settled back on her pad. 


Carter’s voice was tight, ‘No go. All systems check. All dual systems 
check. All safety cut-outs functioning correctly.’ 


Morrow said, ‘Stand by, Ill try again.’ 
Eagle Two called in, ‘Eagle Two to base. I have no liftoff.’ 


It was all bad news. Morrow said, ‘Base to Eagle Two. Wait in line. 
Stand by for controlled lift off.” Koenig was behind Morrow’s chair wanting 
information, ‘What goes on, Paul?’ 


‘IT can’t get them away.’ 
“What’s wrong.’ 


Before Morrow could answer, Eagle Three was on the net. ‘Eagle Three 
to base, I have no lift off.’ 


“Base to Eagle Three. Stand by for controlled lift off.’ 


Morrow punched out the sequence three times in a row. Engines fired, 
held for a beat and faded. 


Monitor screens covered all launch pads and Koenig saw another flight 
with rocket tubes flaring. 


He said, “That’s better. Let ’em go, Paul.’ 


There was nothing Paul Morrow wanted more, but even as he brought the 
pilots on the command net, the vermilion fire balls had shrank away and the 
Eagles were grounded. 


Morrow turned to Koenig. His look was plain. There was nothing he or 
anyone could do to get the Eagles away in time to do any good. 


Grim faced, Koenig turned to Kano, ‘What’s the computer breakdown on 
that ship?’ 


‘Coming through now, Commander,’—he tore off a feed out strip and 
was so long looking at it that Koenig said impatiently, ‘Well?’ 


It was not going to please anybody and was playing into the hands of 
anybody who reckoned the computer was a high speed idiot. Kano read off, 
‘The gyromagnetic ratio has an anomolous factor two when applied to 
electron spin. The Landay g-factor expresses the . . . That’s all there is, 
Commander.’ 


It was no help and Kano looked ashamed for his friend. There was more 
trouble on the big screen. The picture of the huge spacer was distorted and 
out of focus. They were blind as well as powerless. 


Koenig returned to Morrow’s Command console and heard Carter, voice 
edgy and disgusted, ‘Eagle One to Base. Still no joy. What’s happening 


there?’ 


Koenig said, ‘Alan, we’re getting unusual interference. It’s bugging all 
communication systems—’ There was a growing crackle of static and 
Carter, seen on his personal monitor, was obviously having difficulty with 
reception. Taking it slowly Koenig went on, ‘It’s probably some kind of 
ultrasonic or magnetic emission that’s finding a harmonic of our control 
patterns.’ 


Only just audible, Carter said, ‘Eagle One to base. I do not read you. 
Repeat I do not read you. Come In base,’ 


Morrow made a refined tuning ploy and momentarily Carter was loud 
and clear, ‘Eagle One to base. For god-sake get your fingers out. You must 
get us lift off. We’re running out of time.’ A rising tide of static drowned 
out the channel. 


Bitterly, Koenig accepted it. He had no other line of defence. Whatever 
the spacer was aiming to do, they would have to sit tight and endure it. He 
called sharply to Sandra, ‘Are the screens holding?’ 


‘Commander, I’m losing contact. I don’t know. They were all running at 
max, but now the monitors have gone dead.’ 


“Keep trying.’ 
Events were crowding him. Helena Russell hurried into Main Mission, 


‘John, I’ve been trying to get through. I have equipment failure in the 
wards. Can I have emergency power?’ 


Even as she spoke, the lights in Main Mission dropped to a low, red glow. 
Koenig said, ‘Paul. Emergency power.’ 


“Yes, Commander.’ 


It was better, but it was still sombre. Lighting stabilised at half the lumen 
count they were used to. Main Mission was eerily full of shadows. 


Koenig tried to make it sound as though he believed there was a chance, 
‘If there’s any change and you can get the Eagles away, do that.’ 


“Yes, Commander.’ 


Not deceived, Helena Russell said quietly, ‘How much trouble are we 
in?’ 


‘You tell me.’ 


She looked from the monitors to the big screen. It was the same story. 
There was nothing to see. Koenig picked up a pair of binoculars and they 
both moved to a direct vision port. 


Outside, the familiar moonscape was still as death. Victor Bergman 
joined them. It could have been any day in the long succession of days on 
Moonbase Alpha. The racing spacer was still out of direct sight. 


Koenig said, ‘I wish I knew what was going on.’ 

“What do you see?’ 

‘Nothing.’ 

Bergman had a magnetic board with small models and held it out. ‘At 


least before the computer packed in I was getting some useful information 
on that solar system.’ 


Intellectual curiosity was a fine thing, but more than half Koenig’s, 
attention was on the window. Helena did her best, but she kept looking 
away at Koenig. 


Victor Bergman, undeterred, warmed to his exposition—‘It seems that 
the sun is similar in size and characteristics to our own. The two planets are 
slightly smaller than Earth and each revolves on its own axis once every 
twenty-five hours, giving, presumably, a slightly longer day and a slightly 
longer night.’ He shoved the models round the board with a lecturer’s 
simple pleasure and went on, ‘Each planet revolves around the sun once 
every ten months in an elliptical orbit. They are always on opposing sides 
of the sun in relation to each other. Their summers would be shorter than 
ours, likewise their winters.’ 


He looked up, at a time when neither of them happened to be looking at 
him, ‘I’m not boring you am I?’ 


Helena, being kinder or less honest, said quickly, ‘No, Victor, of course 
not. But I’m too scared to concentrate.’ 


‘Being scared makes me talk a lot and get very cheerful.’ 
‘Lyle’s syndrome. Lucky you!’ 


“Where was I?’ 


“You’d got on their winters. Shorter than ours, you said.’ 


‘Ah yes. Otherwise their climate promises to be very similar to our own. 
What you said earlier on may well be a possibility.’ 


“That we might have a choice which planet to settle on?’ 


Koenig said, ‘I wouldn’t put any money on that.’ His tone had them both 
looking at him. He said, ‘Only look at that!’ 


The giant spacer had crossed the horizon. One thing was clear, even if the 
Eagles had got themselves off the ground, they would have been useless 
against it. Watching it, Koenig said, ‘It seems to be slowing.’ 


Bergman asked, ‘Do you think they aim to land?’ 

‘Could be.’ 

Koenig called Morrow, ‘Paul, do we have any communications systems 
working yet?’ 

‘Not a thing, Commander.’ 

‘Computer?’ 

Kano answered for his dumb beast, ‘Malfunction, Commander.’ 


The monitor screens and the main scanner were still snowed over with 
Static. 


He tried Sandra Benes, ‘Any change on the defence fields?’ 
‘All negative, Commander.’ 


Koenig balled a fist and thumped the bulkhead. ‘Paul, keep trying the 
Eagles.’ 


‘Check, Commander.’ 


They heard Morrow doing his best, ‘Come in Eagle One. Come in Eagle 
One.’ 


There was no reply and no move from the launch pads. In the command 
module of Eagle One, Carter was calling on his own account, ‘Eagle One to 
Base. Eagle One to Base. Do you read me? Paul, can’t you get us off the 
deck? What’s going on?’ 

Satazius herself answered him, crossing his line of vision and causing 
him to come near twisting his head off as he followed her with disbelieving 


eyes. She was the biggest moving object he had ever seen. His ‘Holy cow!’ 
was an amalgam of awe and astonishment. In utter amazement, he watched 
the spacer decelerate, hover over the moon’s surface, dwarfing the 
installations of Moonbase Alpha and then slowly sink down to a planetfall 
some two kilometres outside the complex perimeter. 


Personnel in Main Mission were inexorably drawn to the direct vision 
ports, first Morrow, then Sandra, then the rest. They lined the windows 
watching the billowing clouds of moondust stir around the cliff-like sides of 
the monster. 


The engines of the spacer cut out. Dust slowly settled. Except for the 
crackle of static, there was silence all round. Helena looked at Koenig, saw 
the tight line of his jaw and knew what he must be feeling. There was no 
light from the visitor. Nothing moved. It gave no sign of life; vast as a hill, 
it projected silence and menace. 


Then forward towards the cone, there was a slight stir of movement and 
Koenig whipped up his binoculars for a closer look. Two hatch covers had 
slid open and massive extensor arms each carrying parabolic reflectors were 
edging out. From being a dead lump, the monster had developed a pair of 
giant eyes. 


Midships, a whole area was on the move revealing a cavernous pit. 
Slowly, the dark gap filled with sliding structures and an enormous multi- 
barrelled weapon system jacked itself out of the belly of the ship. Out and 
clear of the superstructure, it began to turn on its axis until it was lined up in 
the direction of Moonbase Alpha. Mechanical arms working from moving 
gantries made refined adjustments to the trim. 


The watchers backed slowly away from the windows. Only Koenig 
remained looking down the cavernous throats of the gun. It was 
unbelievable. It was an overkill of force, a sledgehammer to crack a nut. 
But command had its duties. Any order was better than no order. He rapped 
out, ‘Down! Everybody down! Where you are. Now! Prepare for nuclear 
blast.’ 

It triggered a flurry of action. As he dived down himself, close to Helena, 
he saw the others moving to it, lying with bodies slightly off the floor on 
toes and elbows. Bergman was still as a plastic gnome. Before he could 


check the others, the gun had fired a salvo and his main wonder was that he 
was alive to know it. 


A deafening roar filled all space and Main Mission was vibrating to its 
foundations. Eye-aching light was pulsing through every direct vision port. 
Sandra was screaming, unheard even by Morrow who was only centimetres 
away. How long it continued no one ever knew. It was timeless, a 
suspension of living in a twilight limbo of pandemonium. 


When it stopped, they remained for a beat too stunned to understand that 
it was over. Then, slowly they stood up, rubbing their ears, shaking their 
heads from side to side like bemused dogs. 


Koenig stumbled to a direct vision port. The spacer’s weapon system had 
altered its angle of elevation. After getting direction it had shifted for a 
different target. He said thickly, ‘It wasn’t interested in Moonbase Alpha. It 
was firing over us.’ 


The idea took a little time to sink into his own head. He looked across the 
floor of Main Mission to the stairs and gallery at the other side. Bergman 
was ahead of him and raced for the steps. Helena caught on and was away. 
As he joined them they were already looking out of the direct vision ports. 


Beyond the curving horizon of the moonscape, the new sun was blazing 
in a dark sky. On either side, a planet was clearly visible. A cloud of 
brilliant needles were on their way for a strike on the left hand planet. As 
they watched, they saw them zero in. Bright asterisks stippled the surface. 
A dark haze spread in a band like a new cloud pattern. 


Koenig said slowly, ‘We must be in the middle of a war between two 
planets.’ 


Helena said, ‘But why?’ 


There was no need for Victor Bergman to refer to his model. He said, 
‘Look at them. That tells you why. Those two planets are on opposite sides 
of the sun. They can never see each other direct, because of the size of the 
sun in between. They can’t fire directly at each other, because any kind of 
missile would be drawn in by the sun’s gravity. So the arrival of our moon 
has set them up with a ready-made gun platform. Right, John?’ 


‘Right. And that makes as Number One target for Planet Number Two.’ 


He used his binoculars for a scan of the cloud wracked target planet. It 
was rough and ready, but in this war of giant equipment, movements stood 
out. He was not wrong. A brilliant dot glowed momentarily on the planet’s 
surface. 


‘Here it comes.’ 


How much time they would have was anybody’s guess. He whipped to 
the balcony rail, shouted for Paul Morrow, ‘Paul. All non-essential 
personnel into deep shelters. Go.’ 


A slim pencil of light was probing out from the left-hand planet. Morrow 
was doing his best with an all-sections call. ‘Attention. Attention all 
sections Alpha. All personnel into deep shelter, immediately.’ 


To his personal staff he said urgently, ‘Sandra, Kano, you too. Get down 
there.’ There was opposition. Sandra for one had no intention of leaving 
and the time ran out. Koenig, on the balcony, grabbed for Helena and 
Bergman who were watching, hypnotised, and threw them to the deck. 


Every direct vision port in Moonbase Alpha flared with intense white 
heat. Main Mission was illuminated in a hard glare that etched every item 
on the retina as though on a photographic plate. A deafening roar vibrated 
the very deck. Outside, a pencil of light had homed in on the spacer and 
struck the ground close beside it, excavating a vast new crater on the 
ancient Moon and shifting even the huge bulk of the ship in a sideways 
lurch. 


Gleaming sides blackened, smoke and vermilion flame pouring from 
open ports, the spacer looked less of a threat. Koenig on his feet again to his 
own eternal surprise, watched the dust settle. This was a wreck on their 
island. Maybe, if the hot war cooled, there would be useful gear to salvage 
from the hulk? 


Others were dusting off and moving about, still dazed and uncertain. 
Suddenly, the lights in Main Mission brightened to full strength. Helena 
Russell paused on the stairs. The big screen was back in business. Crystal 
clear on their black velvet backdrop, the sun and its attendant planets 
dominated the star map. 


But the personnel of Main Mission were still lined up at the direct vision 
ports looking in awed silence at the stranded leviathan. She joined Koenig, 


“What happens next?’ 

Before he could answer Carter’s voice was coming in from the Eagle 
Command console, ‘Eagle One to Base. Eagle One to Base. Do you read 
me?’ 

There was a scatter back to the desks. Paul Morrow was first home and 
ready to go, ‘Base to Eagle One. I read you. Come in Eagle One. How are 
you?’ 

‘T’ll never believe it, but all in one piece. Is the shooting match over?’ 

‘Looks like it for the moment’ 

Koenig was behind Morrow. ‘See if he has lift off.’ 

‘Eagle One prepare for lift off.’ 


Carter could be seen on his monitor, methodically going through the 
sequence of pre-flight checks. Satisfied, he said, ‘Eagle One ready for lift 
off.’ 


‘Eagle One. You are clear. Go.’ 

The motors delivered in a flurry. Eagle One jacked itself off its pad. 

Koenig said, ‘Alan, go look at that spacer and report on damage. Not too 
close. Any sign of trouble—pull out.’ 

‘Copy.’ 

Eagle One hovered, picked up a course and was away, keeping low over 
the moonscape as it darted in to the smouldering, mountainous hulk. 

Watching through binoculars, Koenig listened to Carter’s SitRep. ‘I’m 
circling her now. Looks knocked out to me. Nothing stirring.’ 


Eagle One disappeared out of sight round the far side. In the exposed 
underbelly a dark area winked open as iris eye shutters sliced away. 
Koenig’s reaction was instant, ‘Paul. Get him out of there. Quick!’ 


Morrow’s call followed urgently, ‘Base to Eagle One. Pull out, Alan. Pull 
out!’ 


Eagle One completed its circuit arrowing away for base, ‘Copy. But what 
goes? It looks clean from here.’ 


A small excursion module had dropped out onto the surface and was 
trundling out in the direction of Alpha. 


Koenig said, ‘Paul, Sandra, try to make contact. Kano, test for any kind 
of radiation or emission.’ 


Helena said, ‘We’Il soon know. It’s coming here.’ 

‘I don’t like it.’ 

There was no doubt about its destination. Picking its way over every 
obstacle, the buggy was on an undeviating course for the complex. 

Bergman said, ‘It’s a life raft.’ 


Taking a professional interest, Helena said, ‘If they have injured, we 
could help them. But where would that put us with the other planet? Help 
and comfort to an enemy?’ 


Bergman put it to Koenig, ‘Helena has a point. Are you going to let them 
in?’ 

‘How else can we make progress and find out what’s going on?’ 

‘It could be dangerous.’ 

‘I don’t think there’s too much risk.’ 

Still uncertain, Helena asked, ‘Why?’ 


‘Because they didn’t fire that cannon at us when they could have done. 
Paul? Sandra—any contact at all?’ 


They answered in a duet, ‘Nothing, Commander.’ 
‘Kano?’ 

‘No radiation hazard. All clear.’ 

‘Paul, open the atmosphere lock at launch pad ten.’ 
‘Check, Commander.’ 


‘Keep Eagle One aloft until the capsule is inside the lock. Have three 
Security details standing by. Victor, Helena, with me. We’ll take a look at 
our visitors.’ 


As though briefed by ESP, the alien module veered off for launch pad ten 
and docked itself in the open lock. Hatches closed and pressurisation began. 


Koenig’s party whipped out of a travel tube onto the apron on the inner 
side of the lock and deployed in a semi-circle. Koenig, Bergman and one 
guard had drawn lasers. 


On the wings, the remaining two guards dropped on one knee and aimed 
rocket blasters at the closed hatch. A sweep hand showed pressure 
equalising. Seconds ticked off and tension mounted. Whatever was behind 
the bland bulkhead, had to be something special. The size and 
sophistication of the wrecked spacer guaranteed it. And it was in the cards 
that lasers and rocket guns would be outclassed. They would look like a 
bunch of primitives shaking clubs at a tank. 


The sweep hand zeroed with a definitive click and the airlock began to 
open. Koenig said, ‘Stand ready,’ and took first pressure on the firing stud 
of his laser. 


The hatch was fully open. The figure that stepped out was as surprising 
in its way as any they might have expected. Sheathed in black leather, with 
a black helmet and a dark visor hiding her face, Dione moved through the 
gap like a dancer. It was a hominoid type and a female hominoid at that, 
slim and shapely, with fluid, elegant movements, as she recognised the 
menace of the welcoming hardware and made it plain that she was only 
taking off her helmet. 


As the visor tipped away, dark, silky hair spilled out. Biological 
engineering had hit a jackpot. The face was vivid, intelligent, a sure-fire 
winner for any beauty contest in the Galaxy, 


Helena Russell, used to carrying an attractive body around, felt suddenly 
dowdy and diminished. Koenig, slightly stunned, could only look in silence. 
It was left for the visitor to open the dialogue. 


She spoke to Koenig, having coolly identified him as the local top hand 
and the voice was well modulated, with sexy harmonics that were not 
absolutely suited to the text. 


‘Please, for your own sake, you must do as I say. Our enemies on planet 
Delta are about to launch an attack. If they know I am here, they will 
destroy you.’ 


CHAPTER SIX 


Sitting between Koenig and Bergman at the conference table in the 
Command Office, Helena Russell looked across at the trim alien and had to 
work at it to keep an open mind. 


Diane’s faultless beauty had swung its velvet cosh at every male head on 
Moonbase Alpha and she reckoned somebody ought to stay rational. But 
she could concede that Dione was something special as a human being and 
tried to discount personal prejudice. Ostensibly, Koenig was running an 
interrogation session, but even from his profile she could see that he was in 
a state of visual shock and she would have liked to take a hack at his ankle. 


He asked the question, ‘Who are you?’—with the unspoken rider that no 
reasonable man could expect to see another one quite like her. 
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‘My name is Dione—’ the voice was an aural caress. ‘I am the 
Commander of the gunship Satazius. My ship is inoperable and I am the 
only survivor. Thank you, Commander, for taking me in. I could have lived 
only for a few hours in my escape capsule. May I say it was not our 
intention to involve you.’ 


‘But you did. And right now we are smack in the middle of your war.’ 


‘Regrettably so. We were only concerned with using this wandering 
asteroid as a site for our gunships. We calculated your approach and 
planned carefully for a pre-emptive strike against our enemies. We hoped it 
would be quick and decisive, but it seems they anticipated our plans. 
Somehow, they were ready for our attack.’ 


Helena Russell said, ‘Enemies usually are,—and got a shrewd look, 
which only she appreciated, from the brilliant kohl-rimmed eyes. 


Dione went on, ‘Commander, you will understand the problems of 
fighting a war from opposite sides of our Sun. We have no direct line of fire 
to our targets. We needed a base outside the system to be able to bring 
massive fire power to bear. Many years ago, we tried to use a passing 
asteroid as such a base, but we were unsuccessful: it was too small for our 
purposes.’ 


Koenig seemed content to listen to the musical voice and Helena spoke 
for the home team, ‘Many years ago? How long have you been at war?’ 


This time Dione kept her eyes on Koenig and only answered obliquely, 
“We have always been at war.’ 


Koenig’s commlock bleeped at his belt and he snatched for it impatiently. 
Sandra’s face looked up at him from the palm of his hand. He was thinking 
that in some ways she was a blurred and imperfect copy of Dione, when she 
said, urgently, ‘A spaceship approaching, Commander.’ 


Her face disappeared and was replaced by Morrow’s, ‘Shall I launch the 
Eagles, Commander?’ 

Before Koenig could reply, Dione was speaking swiftly, ‘I told you they 
would attack. But they will not attack you, if you do nothing to antagonise 
them. Do as I say. You must not get involved.’ 


‘Involved? We are involved. I can’t just sit here and do nothing. I must at 
least take up defensive positions.’ 


‘You must remain neutral.’ 


‘I’d love to remain neutral, but it’s not my idea of neutrality to be a 
sitting duck for all the combatants.’ 


“You will not be shot at if you do not interfere.’ 

‘How do I know that?’ 

‘Because I tell you, I have been right so far have I not?’ 

The reasoning in that was beyond Helena and she raised her eyebrows. 
But the man had eyes only for the spectacular alien. Koenig was already 
havering, ‘I hate doing nothing. But what choice do I have? What else can I 
do? Nothing.’ 

He spoke decisively into his commlock and Helena Russell could have 
sworn there was a glint of old-fashioned triumph in Dione’s eyes. ‘Paul. 
Hold fast. Keep the Eagles at standby alert.’ 

Leaving the table, he strode over to a direct vision port. Helena and 
Bergman joined him. The very fabric of Moonbase Alpha was beginning to 
vibrate and a deep thunderous, roar was building. 


Dione did not move. As composed as a bust of Nefertiti, she watched the 
reactions of the trio at the window. The new spacer was every centimetre as 
big as the first and dwarfed the base as it hovered a kilometre outside the 
perimeter. 


To Helena, it was on a totally inhuman scale. It must be a drain on a 
planetary economy to use its resources to build such monsters. They should 
have better things to do. There was also something incongruous about 
finding Dione as the supreme commander of one. Inside the envelope of 
flesh that was sidetracking John Koenig, there must be plain steel and a 
shrewd, calculating brain. On the same reasoning, whatever Dione said 
ought to be looked at twice. She was not to be trusted. 


The spacer was down. If the sequence went on, Moonbase Alpha would 
be ringed by a man-made mountain range. 


Dione’s voice broke the silence, ‘Commander, if you will allow me a 
communications link I will contact my Military Command and call up 
reinforcements to protect your base.’ 


The external threat seemed to have cleared Koenig’s head. Some of his 
frustration spilled over into his voice as he said, ‘Protect Alpha! What do 
your people care about Alpha? You send up reinforcements. They send up 
reinforcements. You fire at their reinforcements. They fire at your 
reinforcements. Where does that leave Alpha? We’re the little guy in the 
middle. I’ve heard that one before. It isn’t on. This is not our war.’ 


Even as he said it, he recognised there was little left to him in the way of 
initiative. He was the unarmed peasant, shaking a hoe at a couple of 
baronial armies who wanted to stage their battle on his field. It was 
humiliating. It was no help, either, to have a fugitive from one camp 
queening it his hut. 


Face sombre, he watched the spacer go through the motions of setting up 
its multiple tube launchers. As the loading arms finally retracted and the 
strike system was ready to deliver, he shouted, ‘Everybody down! Move!’ 


Needles of intense light flared from the gaping mouths of the cavernous 
tubes. Main Mission was in a flicker as Moonbase Alpha was lit by 
successive flashes. It was the Satazius bombardment acted out again and 


Koenig wondered how long their ears could take it. The deck was in a 
tremor. Noise was stupifying. 


The difference for Helena was purely personal. This time, Bergman was 
lying beside her. Koenig had gone part way towards Dione, who had gone 
down in a lithe dive and was looking trim and decorative, even as she took 
up the standard position for survival in earthquake or blast. 


As the roaring slackened and died away, Koenig was quickly on his feet, 
moving towards Dione, but she was up and mobile before he could reach 
her. 


Bergman helped Helena to her feet and she watched Koenig use his 
commlock to open the hatch to Main Mission and stand courteously aside 
for Dione to pass. He had not even looked to see if she was all right. There 
was not even an outside chance that Dione would trip on the top step. She 
thought bitterly that a man was no better than a duck and would follow 
anything with an eloquent wiggle. 


Helena and Bergman followed them into Main Mission. Koenig was 
saying, ‘I hate watching this.’ It could not refer to Dione’s neat back and to 
be fair, he was looking over her head at the big screen. 


Two security guards had scrambled to their feet and moved in on either 
side of the alien, whether to protect her or guard her was not too definite. 


The planet Betha was crystal clear on the scanner. Needles of light were 
arrowing in for a strike. All watched, fascinated. Down on the surface there 
would be people. Young, old, the hopeful, the hopeless. There was nothing 
they or anybody else could do to avert the cataclysm that was coming their 
way at the speed of light. 


The Alphans looked more concerned and horrified than Dione herself. 
She had a certain grim interest, but it was the interest of a commander. 
Napoleon on a knoll, watching a battalion get itself decimated for the public 
good. 


A cloud mushroomed out and dimmed Betha’s shining disk. 
Koenig said shortly, “Your turn next.’ 


‘Of course. My people will destroy the enemy gunship.’ 


‘Then, of course, they will send up another of their own to continue the 
battle!’ 


She was not to be trapped into any statement about strategy, “You would 
not expect me to reveal that, Commander.’ 


She was staring intently at the big screen and there was satisfaction in her 
voice as she went on, ‘Look. It is as I thought.’ 


Through the billowing cloud that was screening the planet surface, a 
bright pencil of light had stabbed out and was racing across the star map 
towards Alpha. 


Held fascinated by it, they watched it halve the distance. Koenig said, ‘It 
doesn’t have to miss its target by much to score a direct hit on Alpha.’ 


Hooked by the sequence, they had been neglecting the resident gunship. 
Unexpectedly it loosed off another devastating salvo. Unprepared, the blast 
shook them like rag dolls. Hands to their ears, bent double, personnel in 
Main Mission staggered around like instant drunks. Light strobed through 
the direct vision ports in eye blasting brilliance. They were on their knees, 
folding to the heaving deck. 


It ended as quickly as it had begun. For once, Dione had to move towards 
Koenig for communication. He was not even looking at her. 

She said, ‘Commander.’ 

Banging his head to try to clear his ears, he made no reply. 

‘Commander.’ 


No dice. He was still in the private world of the deaf. She touched his 
arm and the contact had him whipping round to face her. ‘Commander.’ 


It was getting through, though he was still having trouble and his own 
voice was faint in his ears as he shouted, ‘Have you considered what will 
happen if there’s a direct hit on this base? We have no atmosphere. Within 
minutes we would all be dead.’ 


The words were still ringing round Main Mission as Betha’s retaliatory 
missile homed on its target. The shock wave tore over Moonbase Alpha 
rocking every installation to its root. 


Dione had a small holdfast on Koenig and he turned it to an all 
embracing, comprehensive grip as they lost footing and fell to the floor. He 
twisted himself underneath to break her fall. Hospitality could go no further. 


Helena Russell, wearily picking herself off of the unpadded piece of deck 
she had found all by herself, sat down again. She hoped Koenig’s 
commlock had made a bruise, but then, the way things were going, Dione 
would have him putting a soothing pad on it. 

She watched them pick themselves up and move to a direct vision port. 
Shaking her head she stood up and joined them. 

Smoke and dust was slowly clearing away. An immense crater had been 
blasted out of the moon rock, a few hundred metres away from the gunship. 

Coolly appraising the accuracy of her home team’s gunnery, Dione still 
had spare circuits to assess Koenig’s problem, ‘How many are you on 
Alpha, Commander?’ 

‘Around three hundred.’ 

‘Can your small Eagle vehicles hold them all?’ 

‘At a squeeze. What’s on your mind?’ 

“What is happening to your base was never part of our intention.’ 

‘So you said.’ 

‘I understand your feelings. It is also natural that you should blame me, I 
would like to help you.’ 

“How can you do that in this situation?’ 

It was a key question on a number of levels. Dione paused. There was 
silence in Main Mission and her clear voice cut through it for all hands to 
hear. 

‘But your people aboard the Eagles and stand off at a safe distance. If 
Alpha is hit, they are ready to evacuate to my planet. I will guarantee 
welcome for all of you.’ 

Before Koenig could answer, there was more action from the gunship. 


Cracking reports and a deep, thunderous, ground-shaking roar shattered the 
short calm in a breath-stopping clamour. 


Again Koenig grabbed Dione and drew her down to the solid bulkhead 
below the level of the windows, where dazzling light flashed in flicker 
rhythm. 


Helena and Bergman had gone down side by side, arms shielding their 
heads. As the salvo ceased and the thunder rolled away, Koenig heaved 
Dione to her feet again and was still holding her, as she said, ‘Do you 
agree?’ 

Face drained of colour by shock, Koenig said slowly, ‘It is not a matter of 
agree or disagree: it is a matter of life or death. I must accept.’ 


He released her gently and crossed the room to his command desk having 
to struggle to walk in a straight line. 


Sitting heavily on his chair, he punched keys on the command console to 
bring in all sections of Moonbase Alpha for an all-stations call. His voice 
was tired, but firm and determined. 


‘Attention all Alpha personnel. Attention all Alpha personnel. Hear this. 
This is John Koenig. Prepare to evacuate Alpha. I say again, prepare to 
evacuate Alpha. All personnel to board Eagles. All Eagles to pressurise and 
remain in underground hangars. Hangar doors are to remain open. Should 
Mission Control be destroyed, Eagle pilots are to take individual command 
and set a course for orbital reference Astran nine-five-three. I repeat, Astran 
nine-five-three. This will take you to Planet Betha, where we have been 
assured of a friendly welcome. This is a fall back measure only at this stage, 
to be put into effect in the event of a direct hit and the destruction of 
Alpha.’ 


As he ceased, Paul Morrow, back at his desk in Main Mission went to 
work. Klaxons sounded out, alert signals flashed from every 
communications post. 


Monitors showed the reaction. There was no panic. Orderly lines of 
hurrying Alphans filled the corridors. Travel tubes ferried loads to the 
bunkers where the waiting Eagles were manhandled to face the double leaf 
hangar doors. Drill was paying off. The machinery still worked. 


Main Mission staff were still at their consoles and Sandra had some news 
that could make any and every preparation a meaningless exercise. She 
called urgently, ‘Commander. Missile launched from Planet Betha.’ 


Morrow left his desk and she looked at him. It was impossible to believe 
that their luck could hold. She said, ‘Paul?’ 


He put an arm round her in silence. Main Mission was silent. The 
Command Office was still as a tomb. Koenig stared out of a window at the 
gunship. Helena watched him. Bergman was musing to himself in a deep 
reverie. Dione watched them all like a visiting psychiatrist. 


The huge automatic arms of the launcher had completed the refuelling 
cycle and were moving clear. Kicking himself into action, Koenig shouted, 
‘Everybody down,’ and dived once more for the floor In a sequence that 
seemed to have been going on as far back as memory could probe. 


The familiar salvo began to build to its crescendo and then there was a 
change, a colossal explosion broke into the pattern. Moonbase Alpha 
lurched at her moorings like a hulk in a hurricane. A rain of débris flailed 
down on the meteorite screens. 


A kilometre outside the perimeter of Moonbase Alpha, the ragtail Moon 
had itself another new crater. A few wisps of incandescent gas were all that 
remained of the gunship. 


Lined up at a direct vision port, Koenig, Helena, Bergman and Dione 
stared at it, minds straggling to take it in. Koenig was first to turn away. 
Moving slowly, still trying to clear his head and take a cold factual look at 
the evacuation order he had given, he walked slowly towards his desk. 
Whichever way he looked at it, the answer came out the same. He should 
have been pleased. It was what they had been trying to do for long enough. 
But not this way, without an option. 


He stopped halfway to his desk and spoke to Victor Bergman, ‘We’re 
back to square one. Dione’s gunship is knocked out. The enemy gunship is 
destroyed.’ 


‘End of round one.’ 
Helena asked impatiently, ‘Are we just going to sit and wait for round 
two?’ 


Koenig said, ‘Maybe they can call it a draw and negotiate for a 
ceasefire.’ 


The idea seemed new to Dione, ‘A ceasefire?’ 


“You just said you wanted to help us. There it is. A ceasefire would help 
us. Come to that it would help you too.’ 


Dione looked thoughtful. Helena would have said calculating. But what 
she said was encouraging. ‘We don’t usually consider such a thing, but our 
plan for a quick decisive victory relied on the element of surprise. We no 
longer have that advantage. Our plan has failed. Of course, I would have to 
consult my Supreme Command. I can arrange a communications link to put 
you in touch with both planets.’ 


It was the first sign of a break in the vicious deadlock and Koeaig strode 
over to his desk and spoke to Main Mission. ‘Kano—I want you to 
programme our communications system to open a link with both planets. 
Dione will brief you on the details.’ 


He used his commlock to open the hatch and Dione walked through to 
the operations centre. 


Bergman and Helena joined him at the desk and Bergman had another 
slant on the exercise, ‘John—even if this doesn’t work, it would help us to 
gain time. Every hour that passes, Alpha is moving on. It won’t be long 
before this Moon is no further use to either one of them.’ 

‘How long?’ 

‘About four hours.’ 

Even at that, there were a lot of seconds on the clock. Any one of them 
would serve for annihilation. Koenig said, soberly, ‘Let’s keep them 
talking,’ and led the way to join Dione in Main Mission. 

On the big screen, the continuing travel of the Moon was apparent. The 
set of the Sun and its two planets had slewed off centre. One planet was 
clearly moving to a point where it would finally disappear from sight 
behind the disc of the sun Itself. 

Kano was following instructions, tapping out a rapid sequence with 
Dione leaning close. 


Bergman touched Koenig’s arm, nodded at the big screen and said 
quietly, ‘Like I said, it’s happening.’ 


It was moving too slowly for much comfort, however. All stared at the 
screen, willing the cycle to complete itself. They were well placed to get the 
full impact of the face that suddenly filled the frame and looked down at 
them. It was a tough, powerful face with a strong jaw and deep set, piercing 
eyes. It was a face of authority, one used to decision and responsibility. The 
voice matched it, as it said in measured tones, ‘This is Talos—Supreme 
Commander of the armed forces of Planet Delta. What do you have to 
communicate?’ 


Koenig stepped forward, ‘I am John Koenig, Commander of Moonbase 
Alpha. I am responsible for the lives of the people on this base. Through no 
wish of our own, we have become involved in your war. While the fighting 
continues our lives are in extreme jeopardy. I ask for a ceasefire.’ 


Every eye was on Talas. There was no change in expression as he said, ‘I 
appreciate your predicament. We did not start this war. We were attacked 
treacherously and without warning. The enemy gunship on your territory 
had to be destroyed.’ 


Dione was still as any stone, listening intently. Koenig went on, ‘Your 
gunship came to our Moon and was itself destroyed. Heavy losses must 
have been caused on both your planets. You have had revenge. I ask for a 
ceasefire.’ 


There was a pause. Talos looked straight ahead. Finally he said, ‘I will 
place your request before the Praesidium.’ 


The face disappeared and the starmap was filling the screen. Koenig let 
go a great breath of relief and turned to Bergman, ‘That’s something. At 
least we’re talking.’ 


Dione looked at him and he said, ‘Now, Dione. Contact your Command.’ 


Without an answer, she spoke to Kano and he began another call 
sequence. They watched the screen and saw the starmap melt away again 
for another guest appearance. 


This time, they had a female face, older than Dione, but strikingly 
beautiful and yet carrying the same aura of command that had been so 
marked in Talos. She said, ‘I am Theia, Chief Commissar of Bethan 
Defence. We are engaged in war. Please be brief.’ 


It was not a promising start and Koenig exchanged a quick look with 
Bergman. He began again, ‘Commissar Theia, I am John Koenig, 
Commander of Moonbase Alpha.. .’ 


Theia had clearly done some calculations herself and knew that time was 
not standing still, she cut in, coldly, ‘I know who you are. I have been 
listening to your discussion with Supreme Commander Talos.’ 


‘Then you know what I am asking for. I ask for a ceasefire.’ 


“We have been accused of starting this war. We did not. It started long 
before we struck the first blow.’ 


Helena Russell was the only one watching Dione and she saw the small 
fierce nod that she made. Body tense as a bow as she watched her 
Commissar, Dione had the look of a dangerous fanatic. 


Theia’s voice went on, ‘They were unreasonable. They have always been 
unreasonable.’ 


It was not much of an argument, but Dione was clearly agreeing all along 
the line. 


‘But we are reasonable people. You have asked for a ceasefire. We agree 
to a ceasefire. If Talos agrees also, we can discuss terms.’ 


As her face dimmed and disappeared, Koenig looked quickly round the 
tense circle. It was a moment of hope. Helena was still trying to analyse 
Dione. There was something in her expression which did not gell. If 
anything, it was a kind of triumph. But then how could a truce on equal 
terms appear to her as a gain? 


Helena Russell would have liked to talk it through with Koenig or 
Bergman, but events were moving too fast. Talos was back on the set and 
against anything Theia could say to the contrary, seemed like reason made 
flesh. 


‘Commander Koenig. We will agree to a ceasefire if it could be properly 
supervised.’ 


Koenig had it ready, ‘From our position, we can see both your planets. 
We could police a ceasefire, because we will give an early warning of any 
spaceship launched from either planet. Is that acceptable?’ 


There was no hesitation, ‘Quite acceptable. But you understand that 
should an attack be launched from your Moon and you fail to inform us. 
Alpha will be destroyed.’ 


‘That is understood.’ 


Knowing that Theia would have her ear to the keyhole, Koenig added, 
‘Commissar Theia, do you so agree?’ 


The screen blanked, Theia’s face replaced Talos’s. She said shortly, ‘We 
agree,’ and switched herself off. 


Koenig felt suddenly drained of energy. Helena and Bergman hurried to 
him with their congratulations. 


Helena, voice warm and affectionate said, ‘John, you’ve done it.’ 


He was guarded, unable to believe that they had won through, ‘Let’s 
hope it holds long enough for us to get out of range.’ 


Bergman said, ‘Well done, John. I must say I had my doubts. Look at 
that. It won’t be long now.’ 


They had forgotten Dione, but she added her praise, sounding sincere, 
‘Congratulations, Commander Koenig.’ 


“Thank you for your part.’ This time at least there was some animation in 
his voice. 


‘It was in all our interests. I would like to renew my offer for you and 
your people to come and live on Betha. From what I have seen here, you 
will like us, our way of life is similar to your own. I made the offer at the 
height of the battle. It still stands.’ 


“We need time to discuss this. I suggest that you take some rest. Sandra, 
would you take Dione to your quarters?’ 


Sandra Benes reckoned Dione was not the only one who could do with a 
break. She left her desk ready and willing, ‘Certainly, Commander. Dione 
would you like to come with me?’ 


The security guards who had stayed close to Dione moved to go with her, 
but Koenig waved them off. She had qualified as family. 


As the two went out of Main Mission, Sandra was saying, ‘Our living 
quarters are rather cramped as you can imagine, but all told we’re really 


very comfortable.’ 


After the holocaust, it was a quiet, domestic note. Koenig watched them 
out and then signalled for Helena and Bergman to join him in the Command 
Office. As the hatch sliced shut behind them, Helena said, ‘Are you 
seriously considering her offer?’ 


Koenig seated himself deliberately in his chair before replying and 
watched Bergman who was pacing about. 


“We can’t afford not to. This is the sort of chance that might not come our 
way again.’ 

‘Alpha’s intact. We’re moving out of range. If we commit ourselves to 
that planet there could be no turning back.’ 


Bergman stopped his walk and faced them, ‘Betha would definitely 
support our life patterns. Computer has confirmed spectographic analysis. 
Even so, I would normally say that a reconnaissance mission would be 
essential.’ 


Helena picked up the last bit, “That’s the point. There’s no time for 
reconnaissance.’ 


‘I know that,’ Koenig sounded impatient. ‘But we have an invitation 
from people like ourselves, to a planet like our own. How can we ignore 
that?’ 


It was true as far as it went, Helena conceded, “They’re like us in a lot of 
ways.” 

Bergman said suddenly, ‘We only have her word that we’d be welcome.’ 

For Koenig that was heresy, ‘It’s a matter of trust.’ 


On that score, some were less convinced than others. Helena looked at 
him, eyes steady and serious, ‘Do we trust her?’ 


The alarm on Koenig’s console interrupted. He licked down a switch, 
“Yes?’ 

Sandra’s face appeared on the miniature screen, very anxious and 
bewildered, ‘Commander, it’s Dione. She’s gone.’ 


Koenig punched another key, ‘Paul, Security Alert. Find Dione.’ 


He was out of his chair and halfway to the hatch before Morrow 
answered and wheeled round as Bergman called him from a direct vision 
port. 


‘John.’ 
“What is it?’ 
‘Quickly. Look.’ 


Helena was only a step behind him as he reached the window. They 
could see Dione’s excursion vehicle making its bouncy way over the 
moonscape. 


Bergman said, ‘I think we’ve found her.’ 


Koenig’s first thought was for her safety, ‘What’s she up to? She’s only 
got air for an hour or so in that thing.’ 


‘Looks as though she’s heading for the gunship.’ 

‘But why?’ 

There was no mistaking the intention. The capsule was moving in a 
straight line over all obstacles towards the still open hatch in the underbelly 


of the Bethan giant ship. They saw it reach the ramp, run inside and 
disappear from view. Behind it, the hatch lifted and closed. 


Koenig’s commlock bleeped and Morrow called, ‘Commander to Main 
Mission. Urgent.’ 


Koenig was out at a run. Sandra had tuned the big screen for a close view 
of the Bethan gunship. The gantries and automatic loading arms were 
starting to move. As the full implication went home, Koenig’s face went 
from dismay to anger and horror. 


Suddenly the picture changed and Dione herself was there at the control 
console of her mammoth ship. Without a check to the work she was doing, 
she said, ‘I am genuinely sorry, Commander. But my plan had to be carried 
through. This is war. We are fighting for survival. You look surprised. You 
should not be.’ 


‘But your ship was knocked out.’ 


‘Part of my plan. I waited for a near miss and detonated prepared 
charges. It worked as you see. Our enemies were deceived.’ 


The cold calculation behind it was too much for Koenig. He could only 
say quietly, ‘As we were. But why?’ 


What he wanted was a statement of principle. All he got was an outline 
of fact. ‘Very simple. We have an active gunship on your Moon. It is too 
late for them to get one here, so once again the advantage lies with us. I can 
fire until I am out of range.’ 


‘So the truce we arranged—everything was to gain time, all planned?’ 


Her smile had lost nothing of its brilliance, ‘All planned. Again, I am 
sorry. One does not behave nicely in times of war.’ 


She switched herself off and the multiple barrels of Satazius’s fantastic 
armament began to spit needles of flame. Main Mission was back in spasm 
under the shock waves of the thunderous barrage. 


It stopped as suddenly as it began and Koenig, hauling himself wearily 
off the deck, grated out, ‘Get me through to Talos.’ 


Kano punched out the sequence. All hands watched the big screen as the 
Supreme Commander of Delta glowered down into Main Mission. 


He said stonily, “You have broken your word.’ 
Facing the screen, Koenig said, ‘We have both been tricked.’ 


Dione had completed a recharge and the insane battery began again. It 
beat Koenig to his knees and he was swaying, hands over his ears when the 
salvo ended. Grimly he hauled himself erect to continue the dialogue. ‘We 
both thought the gunship had been knocked out. It was just a ploy to gain 
time, to take you off your guard again.’ 

“The ceasefire is ended. The gunship will be destroyed and Alpha too.’ 

“Talos, I am protecting innocent people. I must make you believe me. I 
have not broken my word. We have been deceived.’ 

There was a second’s pause as Talos weighed it. Staring hard at Koenig’s 
face, he said, ‘You are in a position to give me the exact location of the 
gunship. Give me its co-ordinates. Commander Koenig, make sure they are 
exact. This is your last chance.’ 


Helena watched Koenig’s profile. He was being asked to give the order 
for Dione’s execution. She saw his jaw tighten, but there was no hesitation. 


Voice harsh, he said, ‘Kano. Transmit the co-ordinates.’ 


He wheeled away and ran up the steps to look out at Satazius from a 
direct vision port. 


On the scanner, the starmap was back in place. The farther planet was 
already beginning to slip behind the sun. But already more clouds were 
drifting across its surface and another series of brilliant pin pricks dotted its 
land mass. 


Then, out from the confusion, a pencil of light thrust itself away and 
streaked towards Alpha. 


Koenig turned from his window and looked across Main Mission to 
where Helena was standing. Wide grey eyes met his with sympathy. 


He carried the look with him as a fixed image on his retina as Satazius 
began another salvo and they were beaten down again in the agony of noise 
and blinding light. 


Nobody saw the pencil of flame home on Satazius, but Moonbase Alpha 
lurched under the shock wave and a rain of twisted metal débris rained 
down on the meteorite screens. 


Koenig walked slowly through Main Mission. He hardly looked at the 
scanner where the solar system was dwindling into the starmap. As he 
passed Kano’s console, Kano said, ‘No further contact, Commander.’ He 
got a nod. 


Morrow tried, ‘Evacuation procedure negative, Commander. Situation 
normal.’ Koenig nodded again and Morrow looked across at Carter who 
shrugged expressively. ‘Situation normal,’ for some reason had not yet 
reached the Moonbase overlord. 

Koenig went on and made his moody way into the Command Office 
where he flopped into a low chair and sat staring at the hardware. 


He was still sitting there, when Helena Russell came in to report. Taking 
a seat opposite, she kept it factual, ‘Five cases of mild damage to the middle 
ear. Nothing serious. No permanent damage.’ 


Koenig nodded, avoiding a direct look at her. She waited and finally he 
looked up and their eyes met. He said, ‘I wonder how we should have fared 
on Dione’s planet?’ 


‘Are you regretting that we didn’t go?’ 
‘No—just curious.’ 


Her eyes were telling him that it was all right. She understood what had 
happened and what it had meant in shattered illusions to be betrayed and to 
have to give the word for Dione’s death. They were also saying that it didn’t 
matter in any real sense to the relationship they had. 


She said gently, ‘I’d rather take my chance wandering through space than 
be involved in a permanent state of war. Anyway the past is past. It’s too 
late now.’ 


She stood up to go and Koenig stood up. His hands went to her 
shoulders, a natural and satisfactory resting place. He said, ‘That’s right. It’s 
too late now. They’ve got their war. We have the whole of space out there to 
find ourselves a home somewhere.’ 


He pulled her close, her mouth was warm, tremulous and slightly salty. 
Rightly considered, they carried the basic ingredients of home around with 
them. Optimism, never long out of his mind, stirred again. 


The Moon hurled itself on across the black velvet starmap, rushing them 
into their future. Helena’s fingers laced themselves round the back of 
Koenig’s neck. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


Dione’s Ka, if it still roamed about the halls and covered ways of Moonbase 
Alpha, might well have raised a chiselled eyebrow at the simple games the 
expatriates of Earth Planet got up to. Strictly two-dimensional jigsaws had 
become a drug. There was a league table. They worked against the clock 
with all the dedication of early athletes trying to beat the four-minute mile. 


Even Koenig found it a useful exercise to take his mind off the eternal 
responsibility of command. Alone in the Command Office, with the lights 
dimmed and a drink at his elbow, he allowed himself to become completely 
absorbed in a huge jigsaw of Earth. 


The hobo Moon fled on. Moonbase Alpha ticked over quietly around 
him. He shoved in the last half dozen pieces with simple pleasure, 
straightened from the table and checked the time. It could be a record. 


He finished his drink, turned out the table light and opened the hatch to 
Main Mission. Paul Morrow and Sandra Benes looked up from their desks 
as he appeared at the head of the stairs. 


Koenig said, ‘It’s all yours. I’m turning in now, Paul.’ 
‘Lucky for some.’ 
‘Four-hours, fifty-two minutes and twenty seconds on the nose.’ 


Recognising that everybody likes to be appreciated, Sandra said, 
‘Congratulations. I thought nobody would beat the five-hour barrier.’ 


“Time we had a new puzzle.’ 
Morrow said, “Time we had a new world.’ 
“Well, keep looking. Good night.’ 


Their ‘Goodnight, Commander’ chimed together and Koenig moved off 
towards his quarters. 


Lights in connecting corridors had been dimmed. The illusion of night 
and day was preserved to fit in with long established rhythms. Only 
communications posts maintained their vigil with blank, waiting screens. 


As he passed the post at an intersection, a low chatter of gobbledegook 
had him, swinging round in his tracks to check it out. As he reached the 
post, it was louder and he was reaching out to press the call key for Main 
Mission when the screen filled from edge to edge with a running frieze of 
hieroglyphs. Completing the move, he called, ‘Paul? Paul?’ 


There was no response. He tried again, ‘Paul, do you hear me?’ 


Koenig studied the screen. It was a very odd malfunction. Even if 
Computer had somehow crossed the channels, the figures racing over the 
screen were totally unrecognisable as anything that could have entered the 
memory banks. He flipped open his commlock to make the call and even 
the miniature screen was taking the same programme. 


It was widespread throughout the base. Melita Janni, entertaining one of 
the pilots to an intimate jigsaw session in her bedsit, looked over his bent 
head and saw it on her scanner. Kelly followed her amazed eye and could 
make nothing of it, ‘What in hell is that, then?’ 


The same question was being asked in the medicentre. Monitor screens in 
the intensive care unit had gone over to the unintelligible signal. Helena 
Russell, doing a duty stint, heard the electronic mutter and left the jigsaw 
she was doing and looked in on her patient. The gibberish on his screen had 
her whipping out to the communications post for a trouble shooter. No dice, 
the fault was there also. She would have to go on foot and she opened the 
hatch. 


Hurrying along the corridor, she met Bergman looking like a surprised 
chimp. ‘What’s happening, Victor?’ 
‘Either a practical joke—or something very exciting.’ 


Koenig had already reached Main Mission, where Paul Morrow and 
Sandra were surrounded by screens all bearing the same legend. No tuning 
ploy they could think of was having the slightest effect. It had overridden 
every piece of switch-gear and would not go away. 


Koenig said, “Track it, Paul.’ 
‘It’s coming in on every channel.’ 


There was always old-fashioned direct vision and Koenig raced up the 
steps to look through an observation window. The well-stocked Galaxy was 


all there. Stars by the million. All seemingly minding their own business. 


Main Mission was filling up as the full staff reported for duty. Helena and 
Bergman ran in and stopped short staring at the big screen. Koenig called 
across, ‘Someone or something is talking to us, Victor.’ 


Bergman spun round to track the voice, ‘What’s to see?’ 


‘Nothing unusual. This is one for you, Victor. You’d better get to work on 
it.’ 

Carter and Kano were in, checking their desks. Sandra Benes said 
suddenly, ‘It’s coming from somewhere along co-ordinate line three-nine- 
seven, Commander.’ 


Koenig came down to the shop floor and spoke to Kano, ‘See what 
Computer makes of it.’ 


To Alan Carter, he said, ‘Who are the stand-by Eagle crew?’ 
“Wayland and Cousteau. They’re ready to go.’ 

“Have them fly along three-nine-seven and see what they can find.’ 
‘Check, Commander.’ 


Carter flipped on to the Eagle Command net. ‘Eagle One—begin 
countdown.’ 


Wayland and Cousteau lifted off and swung away on course. Their 
scanner was a mass of hieroglyphs and the electronic chatter filled every 
channel. 


Wayland recognised the problem he was going to have with 
communication. ‘It’s not going to let us get a word in. Let’s hope it has a 
pretty face.’ 


The same problem was being faced in Main Mission where every desk 
was manned and the complete crew was at stations. Koenig said, ‘Sandra, 
keep the scanners on Eagle One. Helena, monitor life signs. They’re the 
only contact we have. This gizmo seems anxious to talk, but I’d like to hear 
what Wayland has to say about it.’ 

What Wayland had to say was in fact non-scientific. Eagle One was 


boring in to a kind of aurora borealis. It was a light spectacular. Space had 
suddenly filled with a fantastic cluster of gossamer threads pulsing with 


coloured light like a fibre optic demo. Dimly perceived in the centre was a 
more substantial mass, a glowing orb that seemed to live and use the 
immense spread of tendrils as a vibrant, sensuous data acquisition network. 


Wayland said, ‘It’s like a giant space anemone. It’s pulsating. I’ve never 
seen anything like it.’ 


He was crossing the outer limits of the phenomenon and a new feature 
developed. Vague shapes began to assemble round the superstructure like so 
many giant, coloured snowflakes. 


In Main Mission, the flow of hieroglyphs across the screens was faster 
and the electronic accompaniment was reaching a crescendo. Impatient for 
some hard information, Koenig said, ‘Kano? Computer must be getting 
something from Eagle One.’ 


‘A continuous relay of data from onboard instruments, Commander.’ 
‘Analysis?’ 
‘No analysis yet. It’s still receiving.’ 


Suddenly all screens cleared. The electronic chatter reached a climax and 
cut. There was silence in Main Mission. Koenig called on the Command 
net. ‘Eagle One?’ 


They had Wayland loud and clear. ‘Commander? Commander, this is 
incredible. Outside temperature is increasing. There are strange shapes all 
around the ship...’ 


His voice was lost in a savage burst of interference and Morrow threw in 
every refinement he could use to filter it out. 


There was a second’s clarity with Wayland’s voice in a terrified shout, 
‘Commander, the ships. . .’ then it was drowned out. 


Koenig snapped, ‘Boost to interstellar strength. Wayland. Pull out of 
there, Wayland.’ 


There was no joy. ‘Boost scanners.’ 


The pattern on the scanner monitor changed, but revealed nothing of 
Eagle One. 


Kano said, ‘All transmissions from on-board computer have ceased.’ 


Koenig turned to Helena Russell, ‘Life signs?’ 


‘Disappeared completely.’ 

Carter was waiting for what he knew had to come and Koenig only 
needed to nod. The Eagle Fleet Commander was on his feet. ‘Kelly. Rescue 
Eagle to Pad Three. Meet you on board.’ He was out at a run and the tell- 
tale for Eagle Four glowed on the command panel. Kelly must have been 
ready for the call. 

Koenig said, ‘Keep up a sweep with long range scanners.’ 


‘John, it could be just a fault on Wayland’s ship, —Bergman was fighting 
a growing conviction that Eagle One was a write-off. 


“They’ve stopped trying to talk to us and there’s no trace. I don’t like it 
one little bit.’ 


Eagle Four saw nothing good either. A glowing, globular mass hurled 
itself past on the way to Moon surface. Carter’s, ‘What the hell was that?’ 
chimed with the auto alarm system in Main Mission. 


Morrow called ‘Meteorite,’ and shoved down the stud to activate 
protective screens. 


Kano said urgently, ‘No good. It’s through!’ 


There was a thump of impact and the floor of Main Mission juddered. 
Personnel on their feet lost balance. Lights dimmed and then brightened 
again. 

Koenig grabbed up a handset for an all sections call. ‘Attention. 
Meteorite strike. Section Six. Red Alert.’ 


Section Six was jetting a plume of smoke and deébris to join the eternal 
flotsam in the interstellar space lanes. 


Carter’s hurrying Eagle probed on away from Moonbase Alpha. In Main 
Mission, Koenig listened to a damage report and spoke to Bergman, 
‘Fortunately no life loss. Just impact collapse.’ 


“What puzzles me is where did it come from?’ 
‘And how did it beat the screen?’ 


“They’re setting it up for analysis. I'll go check it out.’ 


‘Do that, Victor.’ 
Koenig joined Morrow at the operations console. ‘Anything?’ 
‘Nothing so far, Commander. They’ve just disappeared off the star map.’ 


Kano had a print out from his computer, ‘Computer estimates the 
meteorite originated between orbital references 350 to 400.’ 


‘The last reported reference point for Eagle One was 397. It’s just 
possible she was in its path and got a hit. Tell Alan. I’ll be in the technical 
section.’ 


Eagle Four was already nudging in to outlying areas of white foam and 
Kelly, suited up in space gear was at the pressure lock. 


Morrow’s voice spoke from the control spread. ‘Alpha to Eagle Four. 
Come in Eagle Four.’ 


Carter pressed a key, ‘Hello, Paul.’ 


Morrow’s face appeared on the small screen, ‘I don’t know how much 
good it’ll do, but activate on board screens. That meteorite may have 
originated in your area. Commander has a theory Eagle One could have 
been hit by it.’ 

‘Check. No sign of them. But we’ll hold off the screens for a spell, Paul. 
Something new here. Floating white stuff.’ He paused and signalled for 
Kelly to go. ‘Kelly’s going out to pick up a sample.’ 

“Well, make it quick and keep in touch.’ 


Carter checked pressure in the sealed module and spoke to Kelly, 
‘Decompression all set, Kel. Good fishing.’ 


Kelly made an adjustment to the set of his jet pack, checked gauges on 
his support system, and shoved down the hatch release. ‘Okay, Alan. Going 
out now.’ 


In the Technical Section on Moonbase Alpha, the rogue meteorite had 
been mounted on a heavily reinforced inspection slab. Koenig and Bergman 
completed a circuit. It was all of a piece. Covered by a sinewy, fibrous 
crust, it was a, mute, solid lump. 


Bergman realigned a seaming beam to probe a different area and said, 
‘Doesn’t look like much, John, but it is unusual. Very dense and very heavy. 


They had to turn gravity generators right down to shift it here.’ 
‘How dense? How heavy?’ 
‘Computer’s working on that right now.’ 


‘Are there any surface marks—’ Koenig ran his lingers over the surface. 
‘Anything to suggest impact with Eagle One?’ 


It was a new angle for Bergman and he looked surprised. Koenig went 
on, ‘How else could she disappear?’ 


Before Bergman could answer, Helena Russell appeared through the 
hatch, coming to report in person on a new and fantastic twist, ‘Victor, that 
fibre coating. First findings show that it’s organic—alive.’ 


A buzz from the local computer outlet interrupted and Bergman went 
thoughtfully to pick up a print out. 


Koenig said, ‘Alive?’ 
‘Well, it’s no kind of life we’d recognise as such, but. . .’ 


They both looked at Bergman. Computer’s analysis was clearly bad 
news. He read it out, ‘Weight three hundred and twenty-eight tons.’ Koenig 
and Helena looked at each other with dawning realisation. ‘Constituent 
elements: titanium, stainless steel, duralumin, glass, carbon fibre, plastics, 
nuclear fuel cells ... and a small amount of human tissue.’ 


There was no area of doubt left. Koenig said, ‘We’ve found Eagle One. 
In two strides he was at the communications post calling Main Mission. 
‘Paul. Get Carter back. Immediate.’ 


‘But Commander, Kelly’s outside the ship collecting samples.’ 
‘Samples of what for godsake? Recall him! Get them back!’ 


It was not going to be easy. Kelly was having problems with his foam. 
Seen close, it was shapeless and glutinous. Any he touched stuck fast to his 
gauntlets. Other blobs homing in on him clung to his shoulders and half 
covered his visor. He called the ship. ‘This stuff’s giving me trouble, Alan. I 
can’t control it.’ 


‘Forget it. They’ve just signalled to abort. Get back inside.’ 


Kelly was thrashing wildly to get clear and his voice had a sudden edge 
of panic, ‘Alan, I can’t get away from it... It’s choked the jet pack... I 


can’t see a bloody thing... I’ll need help.’ 


Some of the white blobs had elongated into fibrous strands and were 
twining round his legs. Kelly’s voice was desperate, ‘Help, Alan, get me 
out! I’m choking. Help!’ 

Carter punched the release button of his harness and grabbed for a space 
suit. Working at it like a maniac, he shrugged into the gear and managed a 
two way call. ‘Stick it out, Kel! I’m on my way.’ 


‘Eagle Four calling Alpha.’ 

Morrow answered, ‘Come in Eagle Four.’ 

‘Paul, Kelly’s in trouble. I’m going out for him.’ 

Koenig racing into Main Mission caught the tail end of the transmission. 


He shouted, ‘Stop him!’—and reached the console in time to do it himself. 
‘Alan, get away from that area. Get away now!’ 


B 


‘But, Commander... ! 
‘Don’t argue the toss. Just leave. Now!’ 


Carter hesitated. It was all of his professional training against simple 
humanity. When he spoke it was almost apologetic, but the decision had 
been made right where he lived. ‘He’s my mate, Commander.’ 


He left the command module and the hatch closed behind him. He was 
out of vision, but he could still be reached on his suit communicator. He 
waited impatiently for pressure to drop. 


Koenig had gone quiet. He could understand how it was, but he still tried. 
He said, ‘I’m sorry, Alan. Kelly’s dying. Your loss won’t help.’ 

Bob Mathias, watching Kelly’s monitor, said, ‘We’ve lost life signs for 
Kelly altogether, Commander.’ Helena Russell confirmed it. 

Carter had the hatch open and was ready to go. Koenig’s quiet voice 
spoke inside his helmet 

‘Alan. Kelly’s dead.’ 

Bitterly, Alan Carter scanned round the space sky. For a second he 


debated whether or not to go out anyway and bring in his dead as a human 
gesture against the implacable stars. Kelly’s body was drifting off, half 


covered by foam with a curious nimbus of glowing light. Then he stepped 
back and shoved the stud to seal the hatch. 


By the time he reached the pilot squab, there was a new feature on the 
set. Small electronic explosions were pocking the starmap. Brilliant stabs of 
fights seared through the direct visions ports. Streamers of colour, 
vermilion, cadmium yellow and incandescent orange laced over the black 
backdrop. 


Carter gunned the motors and Eagle Four wheeled in a tight turn as he 
ran for base. Behind him the display died away. Kelly’s body was clear of 
foam. The eyes were suddenly wide open, bright and staring. 


Bob Mathias could not believe the evidence of his monitors. He called 
Koenig. ‘Commander, Kelly was dead. But now there’s brain activity. It’s 
gone wild!’ 

Checking it out, Helena Russell found the screen showing hyper-activity 
on the brain trace and a phenomenally high speed, high-pitched heartbeat 
was thumping out from the repeater. She said, ‘I don’t understand what’s 
happened to him, but he’s certainly not dead.’ 

Koenig accepted it as a fact and called Eagle Four. 

‘Alan?’ 

‘Commander?’ 

‘Kelly’s not dead after all.’ 


Carter thumped the panel with a balled fist, ‘Great—Commander, that’s 
great.’ 


‘Do you see him?’ 

‘T’ll find him.’ 

‘We’ll switch his life signs through to your on-board computer. You can 
home on his heart beats. And, Alan... be careful.’ 


For one abandoned in space, Kelly was looking very cheerful. Light 
flickered inside his helmet and he was smiling as though absorbed by some 
mental treat. He seemed unaware of Eagle Four as she loomed close and 
Carter called, ‘Do you read me, Kel? Don’t go away, I’m coming to bring 
you in.’ 


Carter made a cautious approach. There was some eerie quality about the 
sprawling figure that communicated right to his gut, even in a setting which 
was bizarre in its own right. He manoeuvred himself to look in through 
Kelly’s visor, but there was no flicker of recognition from the staring eyes. 
Plugging in for a one to one link, he said, ‘All right, Kel. You’re home and 
dry. I’ve got you hooked up. Let’s go. Melita’ll give you a hero’s welcome.’ 


Monitors in Main Mission had the medicos baffled. Kelly’s racing heart 
beats made a drum roll. Bob Mathias, a worried man, said, ‘Doctor Russell, 
Kelly’s oxygen intake is way off scale.’ 


Helena was examining a toposcope that was showing a kind of 
Mercator’s projection of twenty-two areas of the brain. Every last sector 
was throwing off a sparkling field of rhythmic flashing points with urgent 
interacting connectors. She said, ‘His brain’s working so fast, his heart’s 
having to work overtime.’ 


The practical issue concerned Koenig, ‘At this rate his oxygen supplies 
won’t last.’ 


Then, relief in his voice, Paul Morrow said, ‘They’re back in the Eagle, 
Commander.’ 


Carter dumped Kelly in the passenger module, hooked off his jet pack 
and broke the seals of his visor. Kelly’s expression was still set in a pebble- 
like stare and his mouth was fixed in a permanent grin. 

Stepping back to take a better look, Carter said, ‘There you are, sport. 
How’re you feeling?’ 

There was no sign that Kelly had heard. ‘All right, Kel. You hold on there 
while I get you back home.’ 

He reached the hatch for the Command Module when Kelly jerked 
himself to his feet. The last phrase seemed to have hit the jackpot, ‘Back 
Home? No! We must go on!’ 


Carter turned back to settle his co-pilot on the squab, ‘Easy, Kel, easy 


’ 


now. 


But Kelly was coming forward clearly aiming to get into the pilot seat, ‘I 
have to know! We must go forward!’ 


Carter’s restraining arm was flung aside. Kelly thrust him out of his path 
with a demonic strength that knocked him winded to the bulkhead. 


Kelly was through to the Command Module flipping control gear on the 
pilot console, bringing Eagle Four to an about face spin on her axis. 


Alan Carter tried again, leaning over the back of the squab and pinning 
Kelly’s arms to his sides. But the grip was like a child’s hug to the 
supercharged zombie. Breaking the grip, he reached back, hauled Carter 
over his head and threw him into the co-pilot slot. 


Dead ahead, the drifting white particles were parting Ike a curtain to 
reveal the incredible vortex of colour and form that lay behind them. 
Fascinated, Kelly threw Eagle Four forward in a bid for the centre. 


Moving slowly, Carter picked himself up again. There was no reasoning 
with Kelly. He would have to go another way to work. He said peaceably, 
‘All right, Kel, play it your way. I’ll go and stretch out for a spell in the 
rumble.’ 


He edged out through the hatch. Kelly’s fixed, demented smile was 
unchanged. In the passenger module, he took a stun gun from a roof clip 
and made his way back to the hatch. 


Carter fired once. A spasm of intense pain contorted Kelly’s face and he 
slumped forward, head thumping on the console. 


Carter said, ‘Sorry about that, Kel,’ switched control through to the co- 
pilot spread and took Eagle Four in a tight turn for Moonbase Alpha. 


Metered for every physical and mental function and surrounded by a team 
of nurses and doctors, Kelly was all set for neurosurgery. Helena Russell 
reckoned she had no choice. If she let it rip on, the brain was hell bent on 
wrecking the body. 


Behind a glass panel in an observation area, Koenig and Bergman 
watched the preparations. Victor Bergman watched the wildly peaking brain 
patterns on the monitors and spoke to the nearest doctor through a 
communicator. ‘Those brain patterns are fantastic for a man in total 
anaesthesia.’ 


Mathias looked up, ‘Brain activity is still phenomenal, but his breathing’s 
down to normal.’ 


Helena pushed a swathe of blonde hair off her forehead, ‘It’s as though 
his body is adjusting to what’s going on in his brain.’ 

‘Do we know what is going on in there?’—Koenig had a layman’s 
distrust for what they were doing. He got a wide-eyed direct look, ‘The 
problem is that the flow of ideas is overrunning because the will can’t cope. 
My hope is to stimulate the will and restore control. Unless we can achieve 
that, he’ ll simply burn himself out.’ 


Melita Janni came into the observation area and Koenig flipped the key 
to close the communicator. Anxiously she demanded, ‘Where is he? What 
has happened?’ 


Koenig put an arm round her shoulders and tried to block out the theatre 
and the still figure clamped to the table, but he was fractionally late and she 
Saw what was intended. Voice in a panic, she said, “They’re going to 
operate! What’s wrong, Commander?’ 


‘Look, he’s in good hands. Physically he’s in fine shape. As soon as 
there’s any news, you’|l be the first to know.’ 


Her eyes searched his face to see if he was hiding something. Koenig 
went on, ‘I know it’s no good to say, ‘Don’t worry!’ But try not to. Keep 
your mind off possibilities.’ 

“How can I?’ 

‘Well, for a start this isn’t the best place Is it?? He beckoned for a nurse 
and when she came round the screen he said, ‘Look after Melita. Take her 
to her quarters.’ 

Melita resisting said, ‘Commander, I want to stay near him.’ 

‘I know that. But you know you can’t.’ 

Reluctantly, Melita allowed herself to be led away by a sympathetic 
nurse. Koenig took another look at the monitors. There had been a change 
that made no sense. Helena and Bob Mathias had noticed it and were 


folding an urgent conference. The screen had filled with what looked like 
rapidly changing strips of regular, computer print out data. 


Puzzled as the next man, Bergman said, ‘Mathematical formulae? How 
come? That monitor only gives an electronic indication of gross mental 
activity...’ 

Koenig said, ‘I don’t know the how or why, but it looks like we’re getting 
Computer overspill, not Kelly’s brain waves.’ He shoved down a stud lor 
the expert and Kano appeared on the screen. 


‘Kano, what’s Computer doing?’ 
‘I can’t understand it, Commander.’ 
‘Just tell me.’ 


‘It’s impossible. I’ve checked everything. But I’d say Computer is 
transmitting data to Kelly.’ 


‘Into his brain?’ 


‘Right. And through him it’s being beamed towards orbital reference 
a97.” 


Koenig looked at Bergman, “That’s the point where Kelly was affected 
and where Eagle One bought it.’ To Kano, he said, ‘Close down 
transmitters immediately and analyse all the data that’s already gone out.’ 


‘Check, Commander.’ 


The screen blanked. Getting it clear in his own head, Koenig said slowly, 
“Whoever was trying to talk to us before Eagle One was crushed is now 
using Kelly as a link with Alpha Computer. Information is going out 
through Kelly.’ 


As if on cue, the pattern on the monitor changed again to the outlandish 
hieroglyphs that had been seen earlier. Bergman said, ‘It’s trying to 
communicate again.’ 

Kano confirmed it, coming up on the screen to say, ‘The process is 
reversed, Commander. Computer is receiving data. It’s reaching Computer 
via Kelly.’ 

‘All right. Close down receivers. Have computer analyse incoming and 
outgoing data.’ 

To Bergman, he said, ‘It’s not communicating with us Victor. It’s chatting 
up Computer. For what?’ 


‘Maybe it couldn’t get through to us in any direct way and needed Kelly 
as an interpreter.’ 


‘However it’s doing it, Victor, it could be reprograming Computer against 
our interest.’ 


Kano’s shut down had affected the patterns. The rapid peaking was back, 
increased in pace. In spite of anaesthetics Kelly’s face was showing acute 
pain. 

Helena said quietly, ‘Increase anaesthetic. Two points.’ 


Watching for the patient’s reaction, Mathias turned up a dial. The pain 
remained. As much to Koenig as to her co-worker, Helena said, ‘It’s still 
reaching him. Sedation is six points beyond safe limits. There’s a danger he 
might die from post-operative shock. But we must operate.’ 


She pulled down the surgical laser on its mobile arm and lined up for 
Kelly’s head. 


Mathias said formally for the record, ‘Laser incision programme 
computed, Doctor.’ 


Bent over the shielded screen, Helena focused for the cut and a bright 
light appeared on the skull. Totally concentrated, she did not see his eyes. 
But Koenig had a grandstand view and the manic glare was disturbing. 


Kelly himself took a hand. He was suddenly aware of the surroundings 
he was in and what the white robed figures were doing. He said distinctly, 
“What’s happening?’ Then as there was no quick answer, he went on ‘My 
brain... you mustn’t touch it. No!’ 


He jerked forward, shoving the swivel arm of the laser out of his way, 
knocking Helena back to the bulkhead. Two handed, he went to work, 
ripping away all the sensor gear that was attached to his shaven head and 
his body. He shouted, ‘You must not take it away! No!’ 


Pain needled him and his hands went to cover his face. Mathias, seizing 
the chance, was in with a hypo gun; but not quite quickly enough. It was 
whipped out of his hand and he was thrown stumbling back. 


Kelly was glaring round the confined space of the intensive care unit like 
an animal in a trap. A life support panel was still fixed to his chest and he 


tore it off, hurling it at the observation panel where it crashed through the 
glass to fall at Koenig’s feet. 


Swaying like a drunk, Kelly glared round to get his bearings. Then he 
was lurching for the hatch with Mathias picking himself up and coming in 
for another go. Koenig’s shout stopped him. ‘No. Let him go.’ 


Koenig came through the connecting hatch. ‘Get security with you, Bob. 
Follow him. Let me know where he goes, but don’t try to restrain him.’ 


‘Check, Commander.’ 

Koenig was lifting Helena to her feet, ‘Are you all right.’ 

‘Not hurt, John... just amazed... It’s impossible.’ 

Looking worried, Bergman said, ‘John—we can’t let him go?’ 
“Whatever this thing wants, it’s using Kelly. Let him lead us to it.’ 


There was no doubt about the priority fixed in Kelly’s crazy head. 
Followed by Mathias and a security detail, he went direct for the Computer 
Room. Once inside he seemed calmer and strode purposefully to the long 
spread of panels. 


Mathias called on his commlock, ‘Commander, Kelly is inside the 
Computer Room.’ 


‘Good. Get Kano along. But don’t go in until I come.’ 


There was a line up in the corridor to watch Kelly move along the 
flashing screens, pressing keys, watching print-outs, operating as though he 
had been trained to it from way back. 


Koenig said, ‘I want to try to talk to him, but if he goes violent we’ll 
have to stun him. Last resort only. What’s he doing, Kano?’ 


‘I’d say digesting, analysing, reprogramming. But at such arate...’ 
‘Reprogramming?’ 

‘I’d say so, Commander. But so fast I can’t get any detail.’ 

“We may have to close down Computer.’ 

‘But...’ 


‘I know we need it to crack the data on the energy field. But who’s 
getting most out of it—Alpha or the alien intelligence? Warn all sections, 


we may have to run on essential programme only.’ 


He flashed his commlock at the hatch and signalled for the security patrol 
to follow him in. Kelly, totally committed to his intellectual chores, took no 
notice. Koenig positioned himself where he had to be seen and called, 
‘Kelly?’ 

There was no response. 


He shouted, ‘Kelly?’ and moved forward covered by stun guns. ‘Kelly, I 
want to talk to you.’ 


There was no flicker. Kelly’s wild staring eyes looked at him briefly, but 
he could have been a chair. 


“Who are you transmitting to?’ 


Kelly turned away, more interested in the racing readout screen which 
was in unreadable spasm. Moving close, Koenig had him by the shoulders 
and twisted him round. 


‘Who is talking to Alpha? Answer me, dammit!’ 


It provoked one reaction. Kelly flung his tormentor aside and the security 
men prepared to fire. Koenig yelled, ‘No. Hold, it.’ 


He was on his feet racing for the end of the line. Using his commlock, he 
opened a panel. Inside two master levers carried the legends COMPUTER 
MASTER SWITCH and ESSENTIAL SERVICES ONLY. He heaved down 
on ESSENTIAL SERVICES. 


There was a sudden hush. The massive computer went dead. In front of a 
blank screen, Kelly rocked unsteadily on his feet, clutching at his head. 
Then he was charging at Koenig, brushing him aside and grabbing for the 
control. 


Koenig shot once and Kelly stopped. It should have been enough, but he 
was still on his feet, turing slowly and shambling towards his attacker. 
Watching his eyes, Koenig said suddenly, ‘Let him pass,’ and the guards 
stood aside still covering him as Kelly stumbled to the hatch. 


Staggering and holding on to the bulkheads, Kelly weaved out into the 
corridor. Sweating and mumbling, he was only just mobile, but some 
overriding need was driving him on. 


Koenig said, ‘Delayed effect?’ 


Mathias shook his head, ‘Stun is neuronic concussion. The effect should 
be immediate.’ 

‘He’s growing resistant to it.’ 

Bouncing along the corridor wall, Kelly was almost home. He reached a 
door, but had no power to trigger the commlock plate. He called ‘Melita. . 
. Then again ‘Melita!’ 

Melita Janni had been trying to read a book. The thump on her door panel 
alerted her and she thought she heard her name. When she slid back the 
hatch Kelly stumbled through, hardly able to keep on his feet. Arm round 
his shoulders, she got him over to her couch and knelt beside him, ‘My 
darling! I thought...’ 

‘Melita. Help me... my head!’ 

"What is it? Tell me.’ 


‘I have to do it. They won’t let me. I have to do it. You must make them 
understand.’ 


Cradling his head, Mehta stroked his hair. His eyes closed. Suddenly he 
was deeply unconscious. 


Looking up she saw Koenig and Mathias. Her tears ran unchecked, 
falling on Kelly’s strained and tormented face. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


Not for the first time, Koenig recognised that he was in command of a 
runaway that he could neither steer nor stop. Whether he liked it or not, 
Moonbase Alpha was being hurled over the starmap into the zone where 
Eagle One had been reduced to a block. He called a Command Conference 
and looked round the conference table at his chief executives. 


‘Whatever that energy field is, it’s crushed Eagle One. It’s done 
something we can’t begin to understand to Kelly and through him it’s taken 
over Computer.’ 


Bergman gave them a time line, ‘By my calculations, we shall be at the 
point where Eagle One disappeared in forty-six hours.’ 


‘So we have to work something out by then.’ 


Alan Carter, looking at it as a pilot said, “We always come back to the old 
problem of how to drive this Moon the way we want it to go.’ 


Bergman said, ‘There are two small forces we can exert there. 
Shockwave and anti-gravity screens.’ 


‘Not good enough.’ Koenig had already thought of that one and 
discounted it, ‘Both those aim to alter the gravitational pull of another 
planet. But this is neither a planet nor a star.’ 


Confirming, Kano said, ‘From the data we managed to process, 
Computer has determined the energy field has no mass.’ 


‘All right,’ Paul Morrow was impatient to get on, “That’s accepted. We 
can’t change course. What follows?’ 


Koenig brought out his plan and it sounded thin in his own ears, ‘We 
know it’s organic and intelligent. If we load an Eagle with nuclear charges 
and get it close to the centre, there’s a chance we could weaken it a little. 
Maybe enough to reduce the crushing effect as we pass through.’ 


It appealed to Carter. He could not forgive it for Kelly. ‘I agree with that, 
Commander. Let’s blast it with everything we’ve got’ 


There were nods all round. Nobody had a better suggestion. Koenig gave 
the go ahead, ‘Start work on it, Alan,’ to Helena Russell he went on, 


‘Meanwhile, we must try to get something out of Kelly. Bring him round, 
question him, analyse his brain patterns, any information could give a lead.’ 


‘He’s on life support gear, John. Getting worse all the time.’ 
‘Do what you can. He’s the key to this situation, I’m sure of that.’ He 


turned to his other neighbour, ‘Victor, I want you and Kano to go through 
the data Computer's received.’ 


Kano looked startled, ‘That’s over a hundred thousand memory cells, 
Commander.’ 

‘Tt’ll keep your mind off sin.’ 

Carter drove his section like a tyrant and Koenig found the fire ship 
waiting on a launch pad, packed to the roof with containers. Last aboard, 
Carter was checking fuses and setting the red telltale on each crate. As he 
reached the end of the line, Koenig hauled himself through the hatch. 

‘How does it go?’ 

‘Charges fused, checked, ready to blast off.’ 


Carter completed the sequence by shoving down a switch on the master 
control panel. All the telltales began to blink. 

Both men climbed through into the command module, Koenig said, ‘So 
far so good. The best estimate I can get without asking Computer is that on- 
board systems should be blown at 18-45.’ 

Carter punched along a row of studs. A red light flashed on and an 
electronic timer began the countdown. ‘Check, Commander. Destruct 
mechanism set for 18-45.’ 

‘By that time she should be locked on target and nothing will be able to 
divert her.’ 


‘T feel a lot better now we’ve taken some action.’ 


Koenig shoved a lever from MANUAL to AUTOMATIC. The Eagle was 
ready to go. 


In the Intensive Care Unit, Kelly’s hold on life was visibly slackening. 
Monitor readings for heart, lungs and brain were minimal. In the low, blue 
light, his face was corpse-like. 


Helena asked, ‘What did he say to Melita?’ 


A worried man, Bob Mathias looked up from the monitors, ‘He was 
struggling to get something clear. There was something he had to do... he 
asked her to make them understand.’ 


'Them meaning us. And we’re not going to know what he had to do 
unless he can tell us.’ 


‘I’m afraid he’s weakening fast.’ 


‘It’s an orthodox diagnosis now. Decline due to brain damage. Strange, 
isn’t it, that the decline started as soon as Computer was closed down? 
That’s what stopped the hyper activity.’ 


“You mean he had become dependent on Computer?’ 


Her eyes told that she was coming round to think it, but she was not 
anxious to put it in words. 


Monitored on the main scanner, Carter’s fire ship was heading away for 
the thinking force field. He at least was looking pleased about it, 
“Whatever’s out there is due to get one hell of a headache when it squeezes 
that little bundle!’ 


Less sure, Koenig looked thoughtful, ‘I don’t like the idea of a pre- 
emptive strike against an enemy I don’t begin to understand.’ 


“They crushed Eagle One, Commander, and I don’t see any reason to 
doubt that they’ II crush us too, if they can.’ 


It was true, but it could not dispel Koenig’s doubts. Victor Bergman, 
hurrying into Main Mission with a sheaf of data, added to his problem, 
‘John, this is interesting. Kelly transmitted an astonishing amount of 
material in the short time he had. I’ve only taken random samples and I 
could be on the wrong track...’ 


‘Let’s have it, Victor.’ 


‘A great deal of the data is physical detail of the Moon, weight 
dimensions, density.’ 


“Trajectory?’ 


‘It’s taken details of every gravitational pull and every course change 
since we left Earth’s orbit.’ 


‘That’s it! It wants to know if we can change course now!’ 


‘Could be!’ 


Helena Russell joined the symposium from the communications post, 
‘John? If we’re going to save Kelly, I believe the only chance is to restart 
Computer.’ 


Response from Alan Carter was immediate, ‘That leaves Alpha wide 
open!’ 

But Koenig was seeing it another way, ‘Whatever it is . . . maybe, just 
maybe, it’s trying to help us. All right, Helena. I’m on my way.’ 


First results were not encouraging. Hyper activity was driving Kelly 
towards self-destruction again. On the monitor, brain patterns peaked in a 
frenzy. Watching from the observation screen, Bergman and Koenig saw 
Helena trying to establish communication. Standing in his line of vision, 
she said, ‘Kelly? Kelly? Can you see me? Do you hear what I say?’ 


There was nil response. The eyes remained wild and staring. She turned 
in despair to Koenig, ‘He’s almost catatonic.’ 

Impatiently, Koenig flipped a call key on the communications post, 
‘Kano, I want to ask Kelly some questions through Computer.’ 

Seen as a backdrop behind Kano, the Computer spread was in frenetic 
activity, ‘Commander, every circuit is on analysis. There is no way I can 
programme a question.’ 


‘A Command order?’ 


‘I have tried, Commander. Computer’s standard response is that the 
safety of Alpha depends on the work it is doing.’ 

Koenig turned to Bergman, ‘The safety of Alpha! I wish we could be sure 
of that.’ 

“We can’t. Not until we know what’s going on in Kelly’s head.’ 


Koenig clicked his fingers. ‘True and there is a way—symbiosis—’ He 
tapped on the glass, ‘Helena, I’m coming in. There is a way.’ 


Stretched out beside Kelly, Koenig clipped a duplicate set of sensors to 
his head. Speaking to Helena, Bergman said worriedly, ‘I hope you know 
what you’re letting him do.’ 


‘It’s an accepted technique in advanced psychoanalysis. The mind of the 
patient is linked electronically with the mind of the analyst.’ 


‘But Kelly’s mind is linked in some way with the Alien Intelligence. We 
can’t be absolutely sure John’s mind won’t be pulled in, too.’ 


The same thought had occurred to Helena Russell, but she knew it was 
useless to argue with Koenig. She said, ‘John, we’ll monitor your physical 
condition. If there’s any change, I’m switching you out.’ 


Anxious to begin, Koenig said, ‘We’re in no situation to be too cautious. 
Get on with it.’ 


She checked the gear, ‘All set, Bob.’ 
‘I’m ready.’ 
‘Circuit check.’ She shoved down a stud on the control console and a 


green telltale began to flash. At the last minute, she said, ‘I wish you 
weren't doing this, John.’ 


‘I wish we weren’t facing destruction by something we don’t understand. 
If you’re all set, let’s go.’ 


Making an unscientific detour, she picked up his nearest hand and 
squeezed it. Then she pulled the switch to bring him on circuit. The 
computer bank behind him jumped into life and the electronic clatter was 
twofold. 


They saw his eyes widen and go out of focus. What they did not see was 
the mental imagery he was sharing with Kelly... 


Koenig was in a fantastic world, where planetary forms glowed on a 
private planetarium, where cell structures grew like flowers in time lapse, 
colour pulsed in a multitude of changing life forms. It was a weirdly 
beautiful, frightening, but wholly absorbing sequence that had no end and 
no beginning and where time had no meaning. He was muttering and 
Helena bent close to hear him, her blonde hair touching his face. 


‘It’s a living organism... like a brain. . . pulsing with light and life... 
It’s the pivot of a whole galaxy .. . hundreds of galaxies . . . planets, stars, 
life forms beyond belief... this Brain... is the centre of all...’ 


Mathias, eyes on the monitor was already pulling the plug and the trance 
like stare went from Koenig’s eyes. He saw Helena’s anxious face and 


heard her saying, ‘John, are you all right?’ 


“Yes. Yes, I’m okay.’ He swung his feet off the bed and she detached the 
sensor plates. As he stood up and she steadied him, he called across to 
Bergman, ‘I think it worked, Victor.’ 


‘Fine, but do we get to be any closer to knowing what’s going to 
happen?’ 

‘Our Moon is hurtling towards this great Brain. Eagle One was a flying 
fragment. The Brain surrounded it with antibodies and rejected it. But we’re 
a million times bigger than an Eagle. We could kill it. Victor, it knows that. 
Of course,, it understands that. It’s trying to stop us!’ 


A buzz from the communications post Interrupted him. Kano appeared, 
‘Commander!’ 


‘Go ahead, Kano.’ 


‘Computer reports that analysis is complete. Conclusion will follow in a 
few minutes.’ 


‘Put it through to Main Mission and meet me there, Kano.’ 
‘Check, Commander.’ 


As Koenig reached the hatch, Bergman called him, ‘Hold it, John.’ All 
hands in the care unit were round Kelly’s bed. The computer behind him 
was silent. He was trying to sit up. His voice was hoarse, but recognisably 
normal as he said, ‘I’m thirsty. Could I have something to drink?’ 


They took a coffee break in Main Mission in a growing atmosphere of 
tension as they grouped around Kano’s desk waiting for the ‘Delphic 
Oracle’ to deliver. Mathias had Kelly along propped in a wheel chair. When 
a long signal buzz came from the Computer, he moved close, scanning 
Kelly’s face for reaction. 


It was a long detailed print out and Kano waited Impatiently to tear it off. 
When he had it, he was no wiser. With a shrug he passed it to Bergman and 
Koenig. 


The text was in hieroglyphs. Every eye was on Bergman. It was clear that 
he was completely baffled. Finding strength nobody suspected he had, 
Kelly was out of his chair, snatching for the paper. When he had it, he read 
through in silence, but his face showed it was good news. 


When he looked up he said, ‘It’s possible.’ 

Koenig said, ‘What’s possible?’ 

Kelly was quietly positive, ‘We can divert the Moon away from the 
Brain.’ 


Koenig looked questioningly at Helena. She nodded. In her opinion Kelly 
was stone sober and in his right mind. Reading from the script, Kelly went 
on, “The plan is to increase the Moon’s rate of spin by providing a series of 
forces tangential to its axis. This will give the Moon an eccentric rotation 
which will cause it to curve away from the centre of the Brain.’ He paused 
and read ahead then resumed with more urgency, ‘We haven’t much time. 
Computer has plotted precisely the points at which a series of nuclear 
charges should be placed along the equatorial line.’ 


Koenig’s expression mirrored his thought. His doubt about the wisdom of 
sending off a fire ship was vindicated. He said, ‘The Eagle! Paul, bring it 
back. Kelly, I have to tell you that at this moment, every nuclear charge 
Alpha has is stuffed inside that Eagle and aimed for the centre of the Brain.’ 


Kelly’s face was set as a stone mask. All eyes turned to the Eagle’s 
Command monitors, where the craft itself was seen still heading for the 
encounter. On the interior Command Module screen, there was a sudden 
burst of activity. The destruct mechanism had tripped its deadline. Smoke 
and débris flowered from the console. 


Paul Morrow said heavily, ‘It’s out of our hands, Commander. The 
destruct gear has blown all the onboard systems. We have no way to recover 
control.’ 


Koenig checked his time disc. ‘Sixteen forty-five. Get the fastest Eagle to 
Pad one.’ 


He was at the hatch as Morrow’s urgent voice called ‘Eagle Seven to Pad 
one. Eagle Seven to Pad one.’ 


Confused by the sudden action, Helena looked anxiously at Bergman. He 
had small personal comfort to give. 


‘He’s going to try to head her off.’ 


Carter said, ‘If he does that, the Moon and the Brain will destroy each 
other. Why doesn’t he let it go on? Then we at least will have a fighting 


chance.’ 


There was some support for the point of view. But Kelly put them right, 
voice vibrant, ‘Alpha’s Eagle will destroy Alpha. The Brain will save 
itself.’ 

Confirmation came from Sandra Benes. She called suddenly, “The Eagle 
has changed direction!’ She threw the picture on the big screen. There was 
no area of doubt. 

Paul Morrow said, ‘It’s heading straight back at Alpha!’ 

The strain was too much for Kelly. He had reached his chair and fallen on 
it. Mathias and Melita, one on either side, straightened him out. He was 
unconscious. 


The loaded Eagle was boring in for a strike on its home base. With the 
charges on board it would shatter the Moon into molecular débris. 


Koenig’s voice on the Command net broke the stunned silence, ‘Gearing 
Alpha now, Paul. Check course and closing speed.’ 


‘Commander, she’s turned around. She’s headed direct for Alpha.’ 


They saw him digest the news and the hawk face set with determination, 
“Then I don’t have as far to go. Victor?’ 


‘Here, John.’ 

‘Our only hope is to increase pressure inside the Base.’ 

‘T’m on to that, John.’ 

Kelly was still out cold and Helena Russell had a diagnostic probe fixed 
to his wrist. Taking more direct action, Alan Carter turned the limp head 
and harangued it. ‘Kel, for godsake, snap out of it. Isn’t there anything you 
can do?’ 

Helena said, ‘It’s no good, Alan. Kelly can’t help us now. The influence 
of the Brain has left him. We’ll take him back to intensive care. Get him 
along there, Bob.’ 

Followed by Melita, Bob Mathias and a medical orderly wheeled Kelly 


out. Helena’s eyes were hooked on the picture of Koenig’s hurrying Eagle. 
She said, ‘We’re in John’s hands.’ 


Bergman stirred himself, recognising that time was running out. 
Brusquely for him, he said, ‘John’ll take care of the Eagle. We must take 
care of the Base!’ 


To Carter, he said, ‘Alan. I want you to take over from Paul. Paul and 
Sandra, I need your help.’ 


He gathered them round him at Koenig’s Command desk. In the 
background, they saw Koenig’s Eagle pass the fire ship, turn and come 
round to pace it. 


Bergman was handing out duties, ‘Sandra, I want you to link all pressure 
sensors and monitor them here. Paul, what we have to do is to minimise the 
crushing effect of the antibodies by gradually building up opposing 
pressures inside Alpha’s superstructure. And on that, Helena will have to 
monitor from a medical point of view and decide how much we can stand. 
In the meantime we’ ll evacuate all non-essential personnel to underground 
bunkers.’ 


They were all sensible, clear instructions, but Helena’s mind was in the 
Command Module of Koenig’s Eagle. 


She said, ‘He’s docking now.’ 

It was true and Sandra’s awed comment was no help, ‘He doesn’t have 
time!’ 

Kano told them what little he had, ‘Detonation in three minutes.’ 


The Eagles were locked together and Koenig was trying to alter course 
for the joint craft. No dice. They heard him say, ‘I can’t shift it. The Brain 
has it held on a beamed course.’ 


They saw him thump release studs and hurl himself for the hatch. He was 
out of sight. Kano said, ‘One minute.’ 


In the Passenger Module of the bomb ship, Koenig was going down the 
line methodically tearing out each fuse line. As he reached the end charge, 
there was a splutter of fire as a fuse lit and he smothered it with his gauntlet. 
Then he was clawing a way back to his own ship with the cinder heap of the 
Moon looming up as though in a zoom lens. 


In Main Mission, Carter hit the Red Alert and klaxons blared throughout 
Moonbase Alpha. Every communications post flashed an urgent red signal. 


He called ‘Stand by strike!’ 


On the big screen, the watchers saw the two Eagles blast apart. Koenig’s 
ship swooped low over the complex and there was a vibrant crump as the 
loaded Eagle went on a tunnelling bid for launch pad four. 


The fact that it could still be spoken was proof enough that Koenig had 
made the charges safe. Alan Carter formally entered it on the log, ‘Eagle 
crashed on pad four. Great work, Commander. That could’ve been nasty.’ 


Behind Koenig’s Eagle as he touched down, the space sky was suddenly 
crisscrossed with bright streamers of multicoloured light, flashing between 
brilliant white asterisks. A travel tube whipped out to the hatch and he was 
out at a run. As the tube made the return trip, globules of white foam were 
floating over the stark moonscape. 


Main Mission was at full stretch with every desk manned and Kano’s 
computer busy as a flea. Koenig raced in and got a spontaneous cheer from 
all hands. 


He settled them back to work, ‘Situation report, Victor?’ 


‘Skeleton crews only remain above ground. All pressure sensors are 
linked and ready for test. . .’ 


‘Readings, Kano?’ 

‘Sections A, B and C pressure readings normal.’ 

Bergman cut in, ‘Section D coming through now.’ 

Sandra’s clear voice with a harmonic of tension said, ‘D ready for testing. 
Testing.’ 

There was a pause and Paul Morrow reported, ‘D checked and 
functional.’ 

Koenig whipped over to Kano, ‘Readings?’ 

‘Normal, Commander.’ 


There was nothing more to be done. Koenig said, ‘Whatever happens, 
Victor, we have to man Main Mission.’ 


A wave of white foam was flooding over the Moon’s mountains and 
craters and rolling in a tide towards Moonbase Alpha. 


Helena Russell put in a warning, ‘If we raise pressure too fast, John, 
people won’t be able to take it.’ 


‘Raise it two points now. Distribute pressure suits.’ 
From a direct vision port, Bergman said, ‘It’s coming in pretty fast now, 
John.’ 


Banks of foam slurped forward over perimeter installations and rolled 
forward for the outlying domes. Kano looked up from the Computer 
console. ‘External pressure readings up two points on Section B.’ 


Koenig said evenly, ‘Raise internal pressure four points.’ 
He watched the adjustment being made and then moved to Morrow’s 
console for an all-sections broadcast. ‘Attention. All sections Alpha. All 


surface sections close down. Total evacuation. Emergency services only in 
one minute. Bulkheads will be sealed in two minutes.’ 


As he ceased there was a buzz from the Communications Post and 
Mathias was on the screen looking anxious, ‘Doctor Russell, I need help.’ 


Before Koenig could pin her down, she was away at a lithe sprint, blonde 
hair in a swirl. He called, ‘Helena! Don’t go!’ 


He was ignored and Carter was claiming his attention with a damage 
signal, ‘Commander, sensors show a burst in the crew room on launch pad 
four.’ 

‘Anyone in the area?’ 

‘All clear.’ 

‘Seal it off.’ 


The tide was coming in, rolling over the sprawling base, burying section 
after section in a white, dense, sea. 


Pressure in the intensive care unit was slowing all personnel. Kelly was 
suffering most and was gasping like a stranded fish. Melita, crying silently 
in personal pain and grief for him was holding his hand. 


As Helena came in, Mathias was boosting life support systems. He said, 
“We can’t evacuate. If we disconnect him, he’! die.’ 


White foam rose in a bank over direct vision ports. There was a sense 
that they would be smothered, crushed into the moondust. Alphans, irritated 


and in pain from the rising pressure, felt the psychological force of it as 
much as the direct discomfort. It was too much to bear. It was the last 
overwhelming thing to squeeze the last pip of hope out of them. 


Helena disengaged Melita’s hands and drew her away. She signalled a 
nurse to get her below and turned back to Kelly. 


In Main Mission all staff were in space gear. Koenig said grimly, ‘Switch 
to Emergency Services.’ 


Morrow shoved down a key and house lights dropped to a glimmer. 


Helena Russell called on the communications post, ‘John, we have to 
have power...’ 


Koenig cut her short, angry with her, ‘For godsake! Get out of there!’ 


Clumsy in his suit, he lumbered out of Main Mission to reach her, 
shoving a way through the last Alphans who were coming in from the 
outlying areas. As he burst through the hatch into the medicentre, Mathias 
made a last check on the monitors. He said, ‘It’s no use, Helena, Kelly’s 
dead.’ 


Koenig was beside him, grabbed him and propelled him for the open 
door. At that moment there was a percussive crack and a white mass of 
antibodies thrust through a direct vision port in an obscene bulge. 


Koenig gathered in Helena Russell who was stock still staring at it. 
‘Helena! Get to Main Mission. Move.’ 


He called Morrow from the communications post. ‘Paul. We’ve got a 
burst in medical. Atmosphere pressure’s holding. Seal the bulkheads as 
soon as I’m clear.’ 


‘We still have men coming from the generator section, Commander.’ 
Koenig’s voice was a shout, ‘Re-route them to Main Mission.’ 


At the hatch, Koenig stopped and looked back. The foam had thrust 
forward and was spreading out. It had reached the foot of Kelly’s bed. 
Something about the scene bugged him and he remained, one hand on the 
architrave, staring at the broken port. Suddenly it dawned on him. There 
was a design behind it. Only one port had been breached. Thumping a 
balled fist on the post he said, ‘We have it wrong. We’re on the wrong tack.’ 


In the corridors, waves of foam were thrusting in every-whichway. He 
saw four crewmen stop in a panic and get engulfed in the flow. When he 
threw himself through the hatch into Main Mission, a tongue of foam was at 
his heels to follow him in. Helena and Mathias were already sealed up 
except for their visors and he saw the astonishment on their faces as he 
yelled for Morrow, ‘Paul. Open all air locks!’ 


Bergman speaking metallically through his external speaker queried it, 
‘John?’ 

“Wrong. We’ve been going the wrong way to work. If we let it come in, it 
can’t hurt us. Are we tight in the shelters?’ 


‘All sealed, Commander.’ 
‘Right then. Pressurise suits. Then let it in.’ 


Foam was everywhere. Moonbase Alpha was lost in a white cloud of 
unknowing. Unseen, beyond the blanket of antibodies the space sky had 
gone crazy. Wrapped in its dense shroud, the Moon sank into the heart of 
the pulsing fibres of the immense Brain. Discharges from synapse to 
synapse wracked and tore. Electronic discharges flared down to the craggy 
outcrops of moon rock. 


Main Mission was vibrating in a monstrous rhythm. Anchoring himself 
and Helena to the pedestal of the commumcations post, Koenig saw his 
people overwhelmed by the foam. Sandra floundered and fell and Paul 
Morrow dived frantically to find her. Carter and Kano hanging on to their 
consoles went below the rising tide. It was like the last days of Pompeii. 
Grimly anchored to the commumcations post, John Koenig held on to 
Helena. As the foam engulfed them, he had a moment of intuition. In his 
mind’s eye, he could see the gigantic structures of the Brain fending the 
projectile Moon away from its living centre. It was being shunted off and 
given a new direction and an unimaginable velocity to send it on its way. 


Whether she heard him or not, he could not know, but he said with 
conviction, ‘We’re changing course! The Brain’s rejecting us!’ 


Moonbase Alpha was a slum, from the wrecked Eagle on the shattered 
launch pad to the high deep foam covering the littered deck of Main 


Mission. But incredibly, the principal hardware was holding up and the big 
screen carried the velvet pad of a brand new starmap. 


How far they had gone, it was impossible to say. The Moon was sailing 
on through a totally different quarter of space. 


Koenig waded over to a direct vision port to join Victor Bergman. 
‘Any points of reference, Victor?’ 
“Who knows how many galaxies we’ve been hurled through?’ 


Helena Russell joined them, ‘I wonder what damage we did to the 
Brain?’ 

She unsealed her visor, tipped it away and shook out her blonde hair. 
Koenig watched her. It was an unconscious, feminine gesture that went to 
his heart. He said, ‘It still had the strength to reject us.’ 


‘And the antibodies cushioned us. When you get right down to it, there’s 
surprisingly little major damage to Alpha.’ 


Work parties were already clearing the remaining foam. Paul Morrow 
called, ‘Report from Section D, Commander. All structural faults have been 
repaired. The section is now resealed and re-pressurised with normal 
Alphan atmosphere.’ 


‘Thanks, Paul.’ 


Helena seemed reluctant to move. Koenig said, “You heard? That’s your 
sector. Get your duster out and go polish your stethoscope.’ 


But she wanted information, ‘John, only you know what the Brain was 
like. Was its rejection of us just a purely physical reaction?’ 


He knew what she was on about. She wanted to believe that it had looked 
at them and reckoned they were worth a little trouble to preserve. He said 
slowly, ‘It had no choice. It had to be done. But it booted us out with the 
touch of a gentle giant.’ 


He watched her go out of Main Mission. She at least was worth the 
trouble of preserving. There had to be a purpose in their long journeying. 
Sometime, somewhere, there had to be a homecoming. Surely they had 
worked their passage? 


Meantime, there was work to do to keep Moonbase Alpha ticking over, 
ready to seize the opportunity when it came. At the hatch, she stopped and 
looked at him across the littered room. They were on the same frequency. 
That in itself was a minor miracle in the random universe. Rightly 
considered, it was all anybody wanted or had a right to expect. 


As he zipped out of his bulky space suit, he found he was whistling 
‘Greensleeves’. 


